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EXPERTS IN THIS ISSUE...          

Spotlight: CATACLYSM
Ancient natural disasters including meteor strikes, 

tsunamis, volcanos, and floods had a devastating 
effect on the fragile psychological 
coping mechanisms of our forebear-
ers. Having little external autonomy 
over such overwhelming cataclysmic 
events, they projected omnipotent 
power onto their gods, and believed 
natural disasters were punishment for 
personal wrongdoings or worse, the 
whims of peeved gods. In order not to 
succumb to debilitating, frantic fear, 
they developed rituals and sacrifices 
designed to appease those same gods 
to avert disasters and gain some per-
ceived sense of control. The pallet of 
naturally occurring phenomena was 
often colored with animated superhuman attributes 
in order to make sense of an unpredictable and dan-
gerous world. 
In this issue, we look at ten deadly volcanos – Vesuvius, 
Santorini, Hekla, Fuji, Krakatoa and more – which must 
have seemed like angry gods spewing their wrath, 
leaving destruction in their wake and changing the 
landscape forever. 
Sometimes it is not only the world that changes, 
but also our deepest faith and beliefs. Could it be 
that the event describing the conversion of Paul the 
Apostle, was, in fact, an exploding meteor? The impli-
cation would be that a cosmic phenomenon nudged 
Christianity in its infancy, gaining momentum over 
2,000 years to become a major world religion and 
changing the course of history.
In yet another ancient disaster, author David Hatcher 
Childress proposes that Easter Island, the Lost Land of 
Hiva, was struck by a terrifying tidal wave that buried 
the famous moai statues in many layers of mud and 

muck, so that all we see now are their iconic heads. 
We also interview associate professor Martin 

Sweatman, who proposes a well-
grounded theory that major 
catastrophes, such as ancient comet 
impacts were recorded by ancient 
man, and hidden in plain sight, to act 
as a warning to later generations. But 
what of our own future? Is the Earth 
going to reach its ‘sell-by date’ at 
around 3000 AD? Evidence suggests 
we should at least be prepared for 
something big! 
Humans have always recorded and 
feared an apocalypse or ‘end of times’ 
when the gods would wipe out life 
on earth in one fell swoop.  Modern 

‘preppers’ and Doomsday preachers might be sur-
prised to learn that the world almost did come to 
an end in 536 AD!  It was a climatic calamity of epic 
proportions: “The sun became dark and its darkness 
lasted for 18 months”. 
It seems that when Mother Nature loses her cool 
the effects are disastrous, but May is the month that 
we celebrate Mother’s Day, and Martini Fisher looks 
at the ancient concept of the mother goddess as an 
embodiment of both creation and destruction.
As a nice diversion from disaster and catastrophe, 
we take a fascinating look at our ancient cousins, the 
Neanderthals. Evolutionary biologist Clive Finlayson, 
Director of Excavations at Neanderthal sites in 
Gibraltar, breaks down decades of misperceptions 
about these long extinct hominids. He challenges 
the popular perception that so-called primitive 
Neanderthals were outsmarted in the evolutionary 
race by Modern Humans, and controversially claims 
they were thinking, speaking people just like you and 
me. ■

David Hatcher Childress is a captivating speaker and the 
author or coauthor of over 20 books. He has traveled the 
world seeking adventure and answers to the mysteries of 
mankind’s past. His interests are historical, archaeological 
or cryptozoological.

Prof Clive Finlayson is a biologist and has spent three 
decades studying the Neanderthals. He is Director of 
the Gibraltar National Museum and is affiliated with the 
University of Toronto, Liverpool John Moore’s University 
and the University of Gibraltar.

Martin Sweatman is a scientist at the University of 
Edinburgh and a Fellow of the Royal Society of Chemistry. 
His research has helped him to solve one of the greatest 
puzzles on Earth - the meaning of ancient artworks 
stretching back over 40,000 years. 

David Hatcher Childress

Clive Finlayson

Martin Sweatman

Joanna Gillan
Chief Editor, Ancient Origins Magazine

Martini Fisher is a mythographer and author who gathers 
myths and legends from around the globe to present them in 
a relevant and approachable way for modern audiences.

Martini Fisher
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Archaeonews
BY JOANNA GILLAN

16,000-Year-Old Footprint 

Archaeologists uncovered a human footprint that is approxi-
mately 15,500-16,000 years old at the archaeological site of 
Pilauco in the Chilean city of Osorno. It had been buried under 
three feet of residue, which preserved it for posterity. It is the 
oldest footprint ever found in the Americas. 
The imprint was first discovered in 2010, but it took years for 
paleontologist Karen Moreno and geologist Mario Pino to confirm 
that the print was human, which they did by carrying out exten-
sive footprint tests with people. These tests also established that 
it was made by a barefooted adult human who weighed around 
155 pounds.
Although other ancient prints have been unearthed in the 
Americas, none are as old as the one found in the city of Osorno. 
It seems that the site was occupied by humans for some time 
as footprints dated a thousand years later have also been 
uncovered.
The discovery provides evidence of the colonization of northern 
Patagonia in the late Pleistocene period. The footprint supports 
evidence found at Monte Verde, Chile, that this region in the 
extreme south of the Americas was colonized much earlier than 
thought. It also adds weight to the so-called coastal migration 
model. This holds that the first settlers to inhabit the Americas 
migrated by following coastlines and may suggest that Pacific 
Islanders were the first to settle on the continent.

 2100 year old human footprints preserved in volcanic mud near 
the lake in Managua, Nicaragua. They are called Huellas de 
Acahualinca. Representative image. | Dr d12/CC BY SA 3.0

 Replica of a Denisovan molar, originally 
found in Denisova Cave in 2000. | Thilo Parg/
CC BY SA 3.06



Roman Technology

A team of civil engineers in France has revealed that the Romans 
had ancient technology for building structures that acted like 
modern-day electromagnetic cloaking devices. The pattern 
of foundations in some major Roman monuments, like the 
Colosseum, provided protection against earthquakes by bending 
seismic waves around them.
The Romans used architectural features in their constructions 
which acted like ‘metamaterials’, artificial structures that can 
manipulate electromagnetic or sound waves. For example, 
surrounding a building with a lattice of holes or solid objects 
embedded in the soil can have the effect of diverting seismic 
waves around the monument, effectively creating a seismic 
‘invisibility cloak’.
Manmade metamaterials were first synthesized in the lab in 
2000 by using highly conductive metals like gold or copper in 
certain arrangements, like layered lattice structures. They were 
developed for a variety of uses, including making ‘super lenses’, 
that are able to see objects at much smaller scales, and reducing 
the impact of earthquakes on buildings.
When researchers compared the modern-day metamaterials 
with the structures of certain Roman monuments, they found 
that the patterns in ancient Roman buildings very, very closely 
resembled metamaterials and therefore may have protected 
those structures from earthquakes. ■

Denisovan Jaw

Research into the Denisovan story is always fascinating. This 
group of ancient hominins has been something of a mystery ever 
since they were first discovered in 2010 as an extinct sister group 
to the Neanderthals. Bits and pieces of their tale have been 
slowly coming to light and almost everything is a surprise. 
Although Denisovan DNA has been identified all across Asian, 
Australian, and Melanesian populations, researchers have now 
identified the first known physical remains of a Denisovan outside 
the cave that gave them their name, Denisova Cave, in Siberia. 
A Denisovan mandible fragment was found in what is now the 
Tibetan Plateau in Xiahe, China – a location with an altitude over 
10,000 feet. This has raised questions about when the adaptive 
genes to live in low-oxygen environments emerged in the region 
and suggests that people living in the area had already adapted 
to high altitude long before Homo sapiens arrived in the region.
A monk first discovered the prehistoric hominin jaw fragment in 
Xiahe’s Baishiya Karst Cave in 1980. He gifted it to the sixth Gung-
Thang Living Buddha who later gave it to Lanzhou University. The 
jaw then sat in the university collection for 30-plus years, before 
study co-author Dongju Zhang of Lanzhou University decided the 
hominin mandible was worth a look in 2016.
The results of the current study make other researchers working 
at high altitude caves in Asia wonder about the remains they 
have found. Discoveries previously believed to be Neanderthal 
remains may actually be Denisovan…or another unknown ancient 
hominin. The prehistoric hominin family tree is ever-expanding 
and diversifying!
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The Giver and Taker of Life
Ancient Concepts of Motherhood

By Martini Fisher LONG before Anna Jarvis honored 
her mother by highlighting a day to 
honor all mothers in the early 1900s, 
thus setting the stage for what we 
know as Mother’s Day today, the 
ancient Greek and Romans gave 
us the concept of mother nature. 
Just as a mother is her child’s life-
giver and nurturer, mother nature 

focuses on the life-giving and nurturing aspects of 
nature by embodying it in the form of a mother. 
However, this is a rather simplified version of the 
term Mother Goddess who was the personifica-
tion of both creation and destruction. We can still 
find many ancient goddesses who embodied or 
combined the elements of the Mother Goddess 
herself such as her close association with snakes, 
fertility, the moon and the sea. 
Another important aspect to find in these god-
desses is their affinity to the color green. Green 
is universally known as representing nature and 
the environment. It is also the color of growth, 
renewal, and rebirth. However, green also fore-
bodes death. In Egyptian wall paintings, Osiris, 
the ruler of the underworld, was typically por-
trayed with a green face. In Ancient Greece, green 
is associated with Demeter, the goddess of the 
harvest. For the Romans, green was the color of 
Venus who, despite being the Roman counterpart 
of the Greek Aphrodite, also served as the god-
dess of the gardens, vegetables, and vineyards. 
The Roman poet Lucretius (circa 99 BC – 55 BC) 
opens his didactic poem De rerum natura (“On 
the Nature of Things”) by addressing Venus as a 
mother of nature and a personified symbol for 
nature’s generative aspect. 

9
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The Green Goddess Tara: The Mother of All 
Buddhas and the Enlightened Goddess of 
Abundance

The goddess Tara is the feminine goddess arche-
type in Hindu Mythology as well as the most 
popular figure in the Tibetan pantheon of deities. 
She is a female Bodhisattva who governs heaven, 
earth, and the underworld, as well as birth, death, 
and regeneration. She also governs life, love, war, 
the seasons, and the moon cycles. 
Tara is said to have come into existence from a 
tear of Avalokitesvara, the embodiment of the 
compassion of all Buddhas, which fell to the 
ground and formed a lake. Out of its waters rose 
up a lotus which then opened and revealed the 
goddess. Like Avalokitesvara, Tara is a compas-
sionate deity who also helps souls cross to the 
other side, protecting those traveling whether it 
is in the physical or the spiritual realm along the 
path to Enlightenment.
The name “Tara” is actually a generic name for 
a set of Bodhisattvas of similar aspect. As the 
Mahatara (“Great Tara”), she is the supreme 
creator and mother of all the Buddhas and 
Bodhisattvas. In Tibetan Buddhism, om tare 
tuttare ture soha (“I prostrate to the Liberator, 
Mother of all the Victorious Ones”) is an ancient 
mantra that is related to Tara as the “Mother of all 
Buddhas,” and especially to her manifestation as 
Green Tara. 
Two of the many different forms of Tara which 
are especially popular are the white Tara who is 

associated with compassion and long life, and 
green Tara who is associated with enlightenment 
and abundance. Green Tara is usually depicted as 
a compassionate being ready to step down from 
her lotus throne to offer comfort and protection 
from sufferings. She is shown in a relaxed pos-
ture, with her left leg folded in the contemplative 
position, while also depicting her readiness for 
action with her right leg outstretched, prepared 
to stand. The green Tara’s left hand is usually in 
the refuge-granting mudra (gesture) as her right 
hand makes the mudra of blessing. In her hands, 
she also holds closed blue lotuses, which symbol-
ize purity and power. 
As perhaps the testament of the power of Tara and 
her wide-reaching influence in the ancient world, 
variations of her name are found in other cultures. 
Tara is also a sea goddess in Polynesian Mythology 
who turns blue, red, or yellow in stormy weather, 
and white or green when the weather is calm. As 
the noun tara means “star” in all Sanskrit-based 
language, in the early Sanskrit tradition, Tara was 
also called Dhruva (“the pole-star”).
A legend of the native American Cheyenne people 
also tells of a star woman who fell from the heav-
ens to earth and released the essential foods for 
humanity out of her body. 

Time Maps: Matriarchy and the Goddess Culture
By R.K Fisher & Martini Fisher

What happened when women ruled the world? Whatever 
happened to the Great Goddess? When did patriarchy start? 
How did women become objectified? 
Time Maps: Matriarchy and the Goddess Culture is a book 
about the Journey of ancient women with their many glories 
and challenges. It talks about women as warriors, advisers, 
goddesses … and properties.
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Bronze figurine of a green Tara.
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The Bridge between the Old and New Religions: 
Brighid, the Fiery Goddess with the Green 
Mantle
 
In Irish mythological cycles, Brighid, whose name 
is derived from the Celtic brig (“exalted one”), is 
the daughter of the Dagda, a powerful deity in 
Irish mythology. This makes her one of the Tuatha 
de Dannan (“tribe of the gods”). Brighid was the 
patron of poets and bards, as well as healers and 
magicians, especially those specializing in proph-
ecy and divination. She was also known to watch 
over women in childbirth. Her sanctuary was at 
Kildare, Ireland, which later became the home of 
her Christian variant, St. Brigid of Kildare.
Due to her roles as both a pagan goddess and 
a Christian saint, Brighid became somewhat a 
bridge between the old and the new ways. One 
of Brighid’s possessions found in both pagan and 
Christian legends is her green mantle. The mantle 
is known as the brat Bhride. In pagan stories, the 
mantle carries blessings and the power of healing. 
The mantle also provides protection for women in 
labor and newborn babies. 
The Christian legend relating to Brighid puts her as 
the daughter of a chieftain who went to Ireland to 
learn from St. Patrick. Later, the girl who eventu-
ally became St. Brigid went to the King of Leinster 
and petitioned him for land so that she could 
build an abbey. The king, who was still a devotee 
of old practices, told her that he would give her 
as much land as she could cover with her mantle. 
When Brigid covered the land with her mantle, 
her mantle grew wider and wider until it covered 
as much property as she needed for her abbey.  
In her earliest incarnation, as Breo-Saighead, 
Brighid was called the “Fiery Arrow”. When she 
was born, a tower of flame appeared from the top 
of her head to the heavens. Perhaps due to this 
and her capacity as the protectress of women 
and children, Brighid evolved into a god-
dess of the hearth. In the Historical 
Works of Giraldus Cambrensis by 
Archdeacon and historian Gerald 
of Wales (1146 - 1223), Brighid 
and her 19 priestesses took turns 
in guarding a sacred fire which 
perpetually burned and was sur-
rounded by a hedge within which 
no male might enter. In this case, 
Brighid is similar to the ancient 
Roman Vesta and the Gaulish 
Minerva who were also worshipped 
by a perpetual flame in Britain. 
For centuries, Brighid was honored with a 

12



sacred flame maintained by a group of 19 virgin 
priestesses. These women were called Inghean au 
dagha (“daughters of fire”). As fire-keepers, the 
priestesses were known as Breochwidh. 
According to the 12th-century Lebor na hUidre 
(“The Book of the Dun Cow”), Brighid's sacred 
number was 19, as it represents the 19-year cycle 
of the Celtic Great Year, the time it took from one 
new moon to the next to coincide with the Winter 
Solstice.
The Brudins, the place of magical cauldron and 
perpetual fire, disappeared when Christianity took 
hold and, when the pagan Brighid was sainted, 
the care of her shrine fell to Catholic nuns. The 
fire was only extinguished once in the 13th cen-
tury and was relit and continued to be maintained 
until Henry VIII of England set about suppressing 
the monasteries. Brigid's shrine at Kildare was 
active into the 18th century until it was perma-
nently shut down by the monarchy. 

Nyai Roro Kidul: The Kingmaker, Ruler of the 
South Sea and the Goddess in Green

The beach at Parang Tritis, south of Yogyakarta, 
Indonesia, faces directly towards the palace of 
Nyai Roro Kidul, the goddess queen of the south 
sea. Although the word “Nyai” is a Javanese hon-
orific for an elderly woman, Nyai Roro Kidul is 
often depicted as a beautiful young woman with 
dark long hair, wearing traditional green attire.
To this day, it is forbidden to wear the color green 
on the beach as green is the queen’s favorite color, 
and locals still tell stories of people who have worn 
that color being washed away by unexpected and 
large waves. 
Although the tale of Nyai Roro Kidul is associated 
with a lot of earlier folklore, the earliest definitive 
account of the deity comes via the 16th-century 
Javanese chronicle Babad Tanah Jawi ("History of 
the land of Java") which describes her encounter 
with a man named Panembahan Senopati (1584 
- 1601) who, with her blessing, later became the 
founder of the Mataram Kingdom.
Nyai Roro Kidul rules an underwater empire 
located off the southern coast of Java, a certain 
portion of the Indian Ocean (hence her moniker, 
“Queen of the Southern Sea”). The kingdom of Nyai 
Roro Kidul is called Karaton Bale Sokodhomas. The 
center of the kingdom is in the Java Trench, which 
runs parallel to the south coast of Java and is the 
deepest part of the Indian Ocean. Her palace is 
below the ocean, directly south from Merapi 
Mountain and the city of Yogyakarta in Central 
Java, but her influence covers all of Bali, Java and 
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the southern part of Sumatra. In particular, the 
volcano, Krakatoa, lies within her domain.
As the queen rules a kingdom, a kingdom needs 
government officials. Nyi Blorong, the queen’s 
daughter, is the minister of foreign affairs and 
commander of the armed forces which consist 
of spiritual entities such as djins, ghouls, elves 
and many others - most of whom are female. Nyi 
Blorong is herself strongly linked with snakes and 
considered as a snake goddess. 
In a tradition that goes back at least 500 years, the 
Javanese kings are spiritually “married” to Nyai 
Roro Kidul, and through this marriage, the queen 
becomes the protector of the Mataram kingdom 
and dynasty. The kingdom now has two main rul-
ers and two minor rulers each in Yogyakarta and 
Solo. Both of the major rulers are considered to 
be married to Nyai Roro Kidul.
This tradition of spiritual marriage is parallel to the 
tradition in which the Doges of Venice married a 
sea goddess to ensure the protection of the city-
state. In Java, it began with the early kings in Solo, 
but with the king Paku Buwana X (1866 - 1939), 
it changed into something peculiar. One legend 
says that Paku Buwana had been with the queen 
on the top floor of the palace and started to slip 
on the steep stairs as they were descending. 
The queen reached out to save him, crying out 
in shock, “Oh, … My child!”. Although the words 
were no more than an exclamation of shock, as it 
was the word of the queen it had the force of law. 
Thus, the ruler in Solo is considered as both the 
son and husband of the queen.
The Mother Goddess ruled over light and darkness, 
good and evil. She is nurturing and dangerous, as 
well as beautiful and terrifying, Perhaps the idea 
of an all-encompassing Mother Goddess who sits 
comfortably in the many contradictions that she 
embodies was too much to contemplate. Thus, 
the Ancient Greeks taught us to settle with parts of 
her which comfort us the most, such as her fertil-
ity and her compassion. However, the symbolism 
of the very familiar color green leads us to many 
goddesses all over the world that we can say are 
“descended” from the Mother Goddess herself. ■
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IT is the month of May and we really need to talk 
about Mother’s Days – plural. 
This year in England we celebrated Mothering 

Sunday on March 31, while in the United States, 
Mother’s Day is celebrated on May 12. However 
there is also another Mother’s Day in the Ritual Year 
and that takes place on May 24, when some pagans 
living in Celtic regions still celebrate ‘the Mothers’ (or 
the Matres or Matronae as both Roman legion-
naires and their Gallic enemies 
used to call them) – three 
goddesses worshipped as 
bringers of prosperity, good 
harvests and the circle of life.
But who are these three 
goddesses?
Many modern neo-
pagans and goddess 
worshippers, tak-
ing their lead from 
the Robert Graves 
book The White 
Goddess, automati-
cally assume this must 
refer to the popular tri-
ple-goddess depiction of 
the Maiden, Mother, and 
Crone however there is no 
evidence to suggest ear-
lier Celtic, primarily Irish 
and Welsh, cultures viewed 
their goddesses in this fash-
ion. (Incidentally, the Norns – or 
Fates or Wyrd Sisters – in Norse mythology are also 
sometimes depicted as a trio of Maiden, Mother, and 
Crone.)
In fact, the Celtic cultures had a surfeit of triple (or 
triadic) goddesses to worship, so let’s look at some 
of the likely candidates.
There were Danu, Anu, and Tailtiu, the goddesses 
of Abundance, Change, and the Earth. There were 
the goddesses of Creativity, Inspiration, and Vision, 
namely: Boann, Brigid, and Cerridwen. And then 
there was the most infamous of them all: the 

Morrigan; comprising Nemain, Badb, and Macha, 
representing War, Fate, and Death. 
The exact attributions and even the names of these 
triads vary, depending upon the historical source 
– and Brigid is particularly problematic as she was 
subsequently conflated with the Roman Catholic St 
Bridget and now even shares the same feast day of 
February 1, which is also the Imbolc in the Neopagan 

Wheel of the Year.
And it was not just the Celtic 

peoples who worshipped triple 
goddesses. They also existed 
across the ancient cultures of 
the Mediterranean and the 
Near East. For example, in 
classical antiquity both the 
Romans and Greeks wor-
shipped the triad of Diana 
(Artemis) on Earth, Selene 
(Phoebe) in Heaven, and 
Hecate (Prosperine) in 
Hell – and they too were 
depicted by the symbol 
of the linked full moon 
supported by waxing and 
waning crescent moons.
But whoever the triple 

goddesses really were, 
perhaps take some 
time out on May 24, to 

remember those natu-
ral and divine forces that 

shape our lives and the world we 
live in!
And finally, May 19 is St Dunstan’s Day, a saint 
who was once very popular in England – he was a 
10th-century politician and archbishop, now best 
known for the legend that he pinched the Devil’s 
nose with a set of red-hot blacksmith’s tongs. One 
curious piece of folklore I remember from growing 
up in Yorkshire was the saying: “No luck will follow a 
declaration of love if made on St Dunstan’s Day.” So 
cool your passion… if you really love him, or her, wait 
until the next day before you tell them! ■

Charles Christian is a barrister and Reuters correspondent turned writer, award-winning tech journalist, radio 
presenter, podcaster, blogger, storyteller, and sometime werewolf-hunter who presents a weekly podcast:
the Weird Tales Radio Show.

Triple Goddesses and 
Mother ’s DaysRitual Year

Charles Christian’s

Above: Three Fates Tapestry, Flemish 16th Century
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THE Nebra Sky Disk is a 3,600-year-old bronze disk which, 
according to UNESCO, features “the oldest concrete 

depiction of cosmic phenomena worldwide.”  The disk is 
such an extraordinary piece that it was initially believed 
to be an archaeological forgery.  However, detailed scien-
tific analysis revealed that it is indeed authentic and the 
precious artifact is now being held in the State Museum of 
Prehistory in Halle, in Germany.
The Nebra Sky Disk was discovered in 1999 by two ama-
teur treasure hunters illegally using a metal detector in 
Ziegelroda Forest, Saxony-Anhalt, Germany.  It had been 
ritually buried in a prehistoric enclosure atop Mittelberg 
hill, along with two swords, two axes, two spiral arm-rings, 
and one bronze chisel. The enclosure is oriented in such 
a way that the sun seems to set every solstice behind the 
Brocken, the highest peak of the Harz Mountains, some 50 
miles to the North-West. 
Dating the artifact has posed many difficulties, and while 
scientists have been able to determine that it was buried 
in 1600 BC, they are unable to determine its date of man-
ufacture, meaning it could be much older than its burial 

date.
The Nebra Sky Disk measures approximately 12 

inches in diameter and is decorated with a 
blue-green patina inlaid with gold symbols. 

These are interpreted generally as a sun 
or full moon, a lunar crescent, and stars 

(including a cluster interpreted as the 
Pleiades). Two golden arcs along the 
sides were added later (one has 
since become lost). These were 
constructed from gold of a different 
origin, as shown by its chemical 
impurities. The two arcs span an 
angle of 82°, correctly indicating the 
angle between the positions of sun-
set at summer and winter solstice at 

the latitude of the Mittelberg (51°N).
A final addition was another arc at 

the bottom surrounded with multiple 
strokes of uncertain meaning, variously 

interpreted as a Solar Barge (“the sun 
boat”) with numerous oars, or as the Milky 

Way. By the time the disk was buried, it also 
had 39 or 40 holes punched out around its 

perimeter.  
The Nebra Sky Disk reconfirms that the astronomical 
knowledge and abilities of the people of the European 
Bronze Age included close observation of the yearly course 
of the sun, and the angle between its rising and setting 
points at Summer and Winter solstice. While much older 
earthworks and megalithic astronomical complexes such 
as the Goseck circle or Stonehenge had already been used 
to mark the solstices, the disk is the oldest known "porta-
ble instrument" to allow such measurements.■

The Nebra 
Sky Disk
BY JOANNA GILLAN
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In a rock-hewn base-
ment of a 12th-century 
church, clinging to 
the cliffs of Hallberg, 
Austria, one finds a 
curious collection of 
painted skulls. The 
practice of second 
burials has faded in the 
Eastern Alps, but the 
Bone House, located 
in the crypt of Saint 
Michael, Hallstatt, is 
home to about 700 
such skulls. What 
makes this collection 
so remarkable is that 
the skulls are painted. 
Some are only marked 
with the Maltese cross 
on the forehead, while 
others have their 
names and birth dates 
in flourishing callig-
raphy. In some cases, 
the skulls of women 
are decorated with 
garlands of flowers 
and those of men with 
wreaths of oak or ivy. 
Painting the skulls was 
the prerogative of the 
gravedigger, who made 
no distinction between 
prince or pauper.

Painted Skulls

J. Ossorio Castillo| AdobeStock
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Deadly
Volcanoes

By Liz Leafloor

WHEN man grows overconfident of his 
accomplishments and importance, 
Mother Nature, or the gods, have 

the habit to punish him for his hubris, and to 
remind him of his humble place within the big-
ger cosmos. Or so it may have seemed to the 
ancients, who witnessed the awesome and raw 
power of erupting volcanos and subsequently 
signaled warnings to future generations in the 
form of religious lessons, myths, legends, and 
chronicles. These spectacular, violent occur-
rences were considered to be in the realm of the 
supernatural and had such a traumatic impact 
on ancient cultures that they felt compelled 
to create myths and legends in their attempts 
to make sense of these events, or to protect 
humankind against their re-occurrence.

Erupting into Legends
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Vesuvius – The Destructive Power of Jupiter

Mount Vesuvius had what is probably the most 
infamous volcanic eruption beginning on August 
24, 79 AD. This multi-day event was an unmiti-
gated disaster for the Roman cities of Pompeii and 
Herculaneum.  
Notably, the people of Pompeii suffered greatly 
as the 300 degrees centigrade clouds of gas rolled 
down the volcano and seared them alive— when 
the ash had not already choked them, or the flying 
molten rock and debris had not crushed, pum-
meled or ignited them.
The eruption was a hundred thousand times more 
thermally energetic than the Hiroshima atomic 
bombing, and there remains only one surviv-
ing witness account of the cataclysm: Pliny the 
Younger, nephew to ancient historian Pliny the 
Elder, left a legacy of letters describing the event, 
and told how his famous uncle perished in the 
eruption, along with countless others.
Prior to the eruption of 79 AD, Mount Vesuvius 
hosted a long historical and mythical tradition. 
The mountain was considered a divinity and 
was related with serpent imagery, as seen in the 
preserved frescoes from Pompeii. Vesuvius was 
connected to the power of Jupiter—god of sky 
and lightning—and demigod Hercules. During his 
labors, legend had Hercules passing through the 
“plain of fire”, “from a hill which anciently vom-
ited out fire ... now called Vesuvius.” It was said 
to be inhabited by giants (which might explain 
loud noises, rumbling, or spewing debris). It is 
not known for sure if Herculaneum was named 
after the divine hero, but certainly, the Romans 
regarded Mount Vesuvius as being devoted to the 
demigod.

The residents of Pompeii met a horrible, violent fate. Killed 
instantly by pyroclastic flow from Vesuvius, and entombed in 
ash, they are forever frozen in their final moments.

Vesuvius was connected to the 
power of Jupiter—god of sky and 
lightning.24



Mount Vesuvius had what is probably 
the most infamous volcanic eruption 
beginning on August 24, 79 AD. This 
multi-day event was an unmitigated 
disaster for the Roman cities of 
Pompeii and Herculaneum
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My uncle was stationed at Misenum, where 
he was in active command of the fleet, with 
full powers. On the 24th of August [79 AD], 
about the seventh hour, my mother drew his 
attention to the fact that a cloud of unusual 
size and shape had made its appearance. He 
had been out in the sun, followed by a cold 
bath, and after a light meal, he was lying 
down and reading. Yet he called for his san-
dals and climbed up to a spot from which he 
could command a good view of the curious 
phenomenon. Those who were looking at the 
cloud from some distance could not make out 
from which mountain it was rising - it was 
afterward discovered to have been Mount 
Vesuvius - but in likeness and form it more 
closely resembled a pine-tree than anything 
else, for what corresponded to the trunk was 
of great length and height, and then spread 
out into a number of branches, the reason 
being, I imagine, that while the vapor was 
fresh, the cloud was borne upwards, but when 
the vapor became wasted, it lost its motion, or 
even became dissipated by its own weight, 
and spread out laterally. At times it looked 
white, and at other times dirty and spotted, 
according to the quantity of earth and cinders 
that were shot up.
To a man of my uncle's learning, the phe-
nomenon appeared one of great importance, 
which deserved a closer study. He ordered a 
Liburnian galley to be got ready, and offered 
to take me with him, if I desired to accompany 
him, but I replied that I preferred to go on with 
my studies, and it so happened that he had 
assigned me some writing to do. He was just 
leaving the house when he received a written 
message from Rectina, the wife of Tascus, 
who was terrified at the peril threatening her 

- for her villa lay just beneath the mountain, 
and there was no means of escape save by 
shipboard - begging him to save her from her 
perilous position. So he changed his plans, 
and carried out with the greatest fortitude 
the task, which he had started as a scholarly 
inquiry.
He had the galleys launched and went on 
board himself, in the hope of succoring, not 
only Rectina, but many others, for there were 
a number of people living along the shore 
owing to its delightful situation. He hastened, 
therefore, towards the place whence others 
were fleeing, and steering a direct course, 
kept the helm straight for the point of danger, 
so utterly devoid of fear that every movement 
of the looming portent and every change in its 
appearance he described and had noted down 
by his secretary, as soon as his eyes detected it. 
Already ashes were beginning to fall upon the 
ships, hotter and in thicker showers as they 
approached more nearly, with pumice-stones 
and black flints, charred and cracked by the 
heat of the flames, while their way was barred 
by the sudden shoaling of the sea bottom and 
the litter of the mountain on the shore. He 
hesitated for a moment whether to turn back, 
and then, when the helmsman warned him to 
do so, he exclaimed, "Fortune favors the bold; 
try to reach Pomponianus." The latter was at 
Stabiae, separated by the whole width of the 
bay, for the sea there pours in upon a gently 
rounded and curving shore. Although the 
danger was not yet close upon him, it was none 
the less clearly seen, and it traveled quickly 
as it came nearer, so Pomponianus had got 
his baggage together on shipboard, and had 
determined upon flight, and was waiting for 
the wind which was blowing on shore to fall. 

A Witness Account of the Eruption of Vesuvius
Letter from Pliny the Younger to Roman historian Tacitus
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My uncle sailed in with the wind fair behind 
him, and embraced Pomponianus, who was in 
a state of fright, comforting and cheering him 
at the same time. Then in order to calm his 
friend's fears by showing how composed he 
was himself, he ordered the servants to carry 
him to the bath, and, after his ablutions, he sat 
down and had dinner in the best of spirits, or 
with that assumption of good spirits which is 
quite as remarkable as the reality.
In the meantime, broad sheets of flame, which 
rose high in the air, were breaking out in 
a number of places on Mount Vesuvius and 
lighting up the sky, and the glare and bright-
ness seemed all the more striking owing to 
the darkness of the night. My uncle, in order 
to allay the fear of his companions, kept 
declaring that the country people in their ter-
ror had left their fires burning, and that the 
conflagration they saw arose from the blazing 
and empty villas. Then he betook himself to 
rest and enjoyed a very deep sleep, for his 
breathing, which, owing to his bulk, was 
rather heavy and loud, was heard by those 
who were waiting at the door of his chamber. 
But by this time the courtyard leading to the 
room he occupied was so full of ashes and 
pumice-stones mingled together, and covered 
to such a depth, that if he had delayed any lon-
ger in the bedchamber there would have been 
no means of escape. So my uncle was aroused, 
and came out and joined Pomponianus and 
the rest who had been keeping watch. They 
held a consultation whether they should 
remain indoors or wander forth in the open; 
for the buildings were beginning to shake 
with the repeated and intensely severe shocks 
of earthquake and seemed to be rocking to 
and fro as though they had been torn from 

their foundations. Outside again there was 
danger to be apprehended from the pum-
ice-stones, though these were light and nearly 
burnt through, and thus, after weighing the 
two perils, the latter course was determined 
upon. With my uncle, it was a choice of rea-
sons which prevailed, with the rest a choice 
of fears.
They placed pillows on their heads and 
secured them with cloths, as a precaution 
against the falling bodies. Elsewhere the day 
had dawned by this time, but there it was 
still night, and the darkness was blacker and 
thicker than any ordinary night. This, how-
ever, they relieved as best they could by a 
number of torches and other kinds of lights. 
They decided to make their way to the shore 
and to see from the nearest point whether the 
sea would enable them to put out, but it was 
still running high and contrary. A sheet was 
spread on the ground, and on this my uncle 
lay, and twice he called for a draught of cold 
water, which he drank. Then the flames, and 
the smell of sulfur which gave warning of 
them, scattered the others in flight and roused 
him. Leaning on two slaves, he rose to his feet 
and immediately fell down again, owing, as I 
think, to his breathing being obstructed by the 
thickness of the fumes and congestion of the 
stomach, that organ being naturally weak and 
narrow, and subject to inflammation. When 
daylight returned - two days after the last day 
he had seen - his body was found untouched, 
uninjured, and covered, dressed just as he had 
been in life. The corpse suggested a person 
asleep rather than a dead man.

(Pliny VI: 16)
English translation by J.B.Firth (1900)

Vesuvius in Eruption, circa 1817.
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Thera – Origin of Atlantis?

The island of Santorini in the Greek Cyclades is 
known in Greek as Thera, the name given to the 
volcano which violently erupted in the middle 
Bronze Age. Historians estimate the cataclysmic 
event happened between 1650 and 1550 BC. The 
volcano ejected up to four times as much as the 
well-recorded eruption by Krakatoa in 1883 AD. 
Only the Mount Tambora volcanic eruption (1815 
AD), Lake Taupo's Hatepe eruption (180 AD), and 
the Baekdu Mountain eruption (970 AD) released 
more material into the atmosphere during historic 
times.
Ashfall and tsunamis had a devastating effect 
on the Minoan civilization on neighboring Crete 
and obliterated the sophisticated urban center of 
Akrotiri on Thera. However, the city of Akrotiri was 
beautifully preserved beneath the blanket of ash 
and was rediscovered as recently as 1967. Akrotiri 
differs from Pompeii in the sense that when 
archaeologists cleared the rubble of Akrotiri, no 
human remains were found—only the exception-
ally preserved remnants of an ancient trading 
center frozen in time— an archaeological wonder. 
Clearly, the people of Akrotiri had advanced warn-
ing enough to evacuate, leaving few possessions 
behind.
The myths of both Theseus and the Minotaur, and 
Jason and the Argonauts have links to Thera. The 
Minotaur’s defeat at the hands of Theseus is said 
to reflect the fall of the Minoan empire, and Jason 
on his voyages faced an indestructible island 
guardian, Talos. Talos could grow very hot, throw 
rocks at ships, and once slain he leaked vital fluids. 
Could this allude to a hot, violent volcano in the 
Mediterranean?
But the most compelling myth connected to Thera 
is that of Atlantis. Some researchers propose that 
Santorini or Thera might have been the location 
of the legendary island that sank into the sea. The 
riches and sophistication of Bronze Age Akrotiri 
certainly disappeared suddenly and without a 
trace.

No human remains were found—
only the exceptionally preserved 
remnants of an ancient trading 
center frozen in time

Red stones and beach of Santorini.

Excavated ruins of Akrotiri. Photo © Micki Pistorius

Clay vessels uncovered at Akrotiri. Photo © Micki Pistorius
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Hekla - The Gateway to Hell

Iceland sits on a high concentration of active 
volcanoes, but the most devastating in Iceland’s 
recorded history was the eruption of Skaftáreldar 
(fires of Skaftá) in 1783-84 AD, when a quarter 
of the population died due to the event itself, in 
addition to the environmental changes and ill-
nesses, in the ensuing years.
In the Middle Ages, so notorious was another 
active and frequently erupting volcano, Hekla, 
that it was referred to as “The Gateway to Hell.” 
Also referred to as “Hell’s Chimney”, the lava, 
steam, and ash must have been disconcerting to 
apprehensive witnesses. Christians interpreted 
the erupting fissure as a doorway to the under-
world, and the hissing, spitting lava bombs were 
believed to be spirits flying from hell and scream-
ing out in agony. It was considered a meeting 
place of witches and demons up until the 1800s.
Many Icelandic legends have sprung up around 
Hekla. The rugged terrain was likened to an 
ancient battlefield where immortal gods fought 
each other. Their blows with weapons and fists 
tore up and reshaped the jagged landscape. The 
‘faces’ that can be seen in the lumpy, eroded rock 
became legends of Ice Trolls and other such mon-
sters who possessed strange and evil powers.

3

Detail; Abraham Ortelius' map of Iceland (1585) showing the 
Volcano Hekla in eruption. The latin text "Hekla perpetuis damnata 
estib et ni uib horrendo boatu lapides evomit" means "The Hekla, 
perpetually condemned to storms and snow, vomits stones under 
terrible noise."

Christians interpreted 
the erupting fissure as 
a doorway to the under-
world, and the hissing, 
spitting lava bombs 
were believed to be 
spirits flying from hell
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Fuji - The Miraculous Mountain

Japan’s long relationship with its mountainous 
landscape and volcanic activity has resonated 
throughout time and their myths and legends 
feature volcanoes in abundance. The small coun-
try has over one hundred volcanoes in varying 
states of activity, with Mount Fuji being not only 
the highest (at 12,388 feet) but the most ven-
erated. As such, this behemoth appears widely 
in Japanese culture and myth. The name “Fuji” 
itself is believed to come from “Huchi" or "Fuchi", 
invoking the Goddess of Fire.
Luckily for those living near the currently-dor-
mant volcano, the last eruption was in 1707 AD. 
Pilgrims make the trek up the mountain annually 
to observe a tradition that stems back to June of 
1500 AD, as revealed in historical record.

Legend has it that Mount Fuji was born in a sin-
gle day. In the fable, a woodsman named Visu is 
astonished to witness his flat land jump up and 
become a mountain overnight. He named it “Fuji-
yama”, the “Never-Dying Mountain”.
Geology dates the mountain’s formation at 
approximately 8500 BC, but the legends insist 
it was created in 86 BC. Researchers concur the 
discrepancy makes sense, as the geologic record 
shows an explosive eruption around the more 
recent timeframe. Thus, the myth was probably 
influenced by a very real disaster that rocked the 
population.

Ogata Gekko's ukiyo-e print of a dragon rising from the clouds 
around Mt. Fuji.

this behemoth appears widely in 
Japanese culture and myth
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Krakatoa - Heard Around the World

Indonesia has had its fair share of volcanic erup-
tions, but Krakatoa may be the most infamous in 
modern times. The volcano, sandwiched between 
Java and Sumatra, simply obliterated the area in a 
devastating cataclysm on August 27, 1883 AD. The 
eruption was 13,000 times the power of an atomic 
bomb, and blew the peaks off the mountain, 
incinerated hundreds of nearby locals, triggered 
enormous mega-tsunamis which killed more than 
36,000 people, and destroyed most of the island.
It was the loudest sound in modern history and 
was heard 3,000 miles away. The shockwaves 
were detected and recorded around the world. 
Indeed, the resulting ash affected the weather on 
a global scale, cooling temperatures and affecting 

crops. Out of the ashes of the resulting caldera, 
a new island was formed in 1927 AD called Anak 
Krakatau, or the “Child of Krakatoa.”
This tremendous eruption was not Krakatoa’s 
first, however, as recorded in The Pararaton, also 
known as the Book of Kings, a Javanese chronicle 
of blended historical and mythical events. The 
chronicle tells of a thundering sound from the 
mountain Batuwara around 416 AD. The ground 
shook and heavy rains and storms pelted the 
region. Fire erupted from the mountain, and the 
noise was a terrible roar. The terrain fell into the 
“deepest parts of the earth”, and the water of the 
sea rose and covered the land, taking with it the 
people and their dwellings. Geologic evidence 
points to such an event around 535 AD.

An 1888 lithograph of the 1883 eruption of Krakatoa.

The eruption was the loudest 
sound in modern history and 
was heard 3,000 miles away
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New Zealand - Crime and Punishment

The Polynesian descendants who came to occupy 
New Zealand, known as the Maori, have many 
myths and legends surrounding their many 
rumbling volcanos.  Geological data places the 
volcanic activity of New Zealand back 60 to 130 
million years, and minor eruptions continue to 
this day, a natural part of being on a fault line in 
the Pacific Ring of Fire, where the biggest number 
of earthquakes and volcanic eruptions occur.
New Zealand has been shaped by many major 
eruptions over the millennia, including super-vol-
cano events. About 26,500 years ago the Oruanui 
eruption covered the central North Island in lava 
and ash 650 feet deep. The Taupo or Hatepe 
eruption of 180 AD caused an eruption column 
31 miles high, and the skies of Rome and China 
turned red from the fire and ash in the sky.
Tales of the mountains and their chaotic behavior 
are related in ancient myth. The indigenous people 
tell of the turbulent love-lives of the mountains 
Taranaki, Tongariro, and Pihanga (or Ruapehu). It 
was said that the giants Taranaki and Tongariro 
battled for the love of the beautiful Pihanga. They 
sprayed each other with scalding water and hurled 
stones, destroying the landscape. When Taranaki 
was defeated, he (as a giant or a mountain) aban-
doned the other two, and moved to the current 
location, near New Plymouth, where he plots his 
revenge.
The more recent eruption of Mount Tarawera in 
1886 AD spawned cautionary tales. It was said that 
the people of Te Ariki village were punished with a 
painful death by volcanic eruption for eating for-
bidden honey. Those in the village who did not eat 
the divine honey were miraculously spared.
Another warning came via the tale handed down 
about the Shaman named Ngatoro who left the 
village for a time to climb up a mountain. He 
advised his followers to not eat until his return.  
After Ngatoro had been gone for a long time, the 
villagers believed him dead and broke their fast. 
The punishment for the disbelief and disobedi-
ence was a visit from angry fire demons bursting 
through the mountain summit, otherwise known 
as an erupting volcano.
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Angry fire demons remind 
you to listen to your 
elders

Image: Maxwell Hamilton/CC BY 2.0
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the mountains and valleys were 
formed when Kozei, the dog 
of the first ancestor, shook 
snow from his coat, causing an 
earthquake
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Kamchatka - Beauty and the Beasts
Russia has a hotspot for volcanic activity in 
Kamchatka. Due to the Kuril-Kamchatka Trench, 
seismic events and tsunamis are common. The 
high density of volcanos, many still active in the 
region, makes it one of the most volcanic active 
locations in the entire world, besides Iceland and 
Hawaii.
The active volcanoes form a 434-mile-long volca-
nic belt, and the 30 eruptions over the last 10,000 
years have spewed one cubic kilometer of magma.
Native peoples of this land are known as the 
Koryaks, Itelmens, Chukchis, and Tunguses tribes. 
Their mythology surrounding the destructive 
earth forces have been passed on for generations. 
The creation myth of the Koryaks involved a great 
raven flying over the lands and dropping a feather, 
which became Kamchatka. It was believed when 
the creator made a woman, all the men of the land 
fell in love with her. When they died, they became 
mountains, and the mountains had still-burning 
hearts filled with fiery love for the woman.
The Itelmen are said to believe that all of nature—
volcanoes, hot springs, trees mountains, water, 
and all other natural elements— is inhabited by 
devils. When the devils are dissatisfied, hungry, 
or bored, they will cause destruction, havoc, or 
death by lighting up the night with lava. Sources 
note that the Itelmen are said to have made sacri-
ficial offers to assuage the demons, throwing bits 
of meat onto the mountains.
Dogs feature strongly in Kamchatkan legend and 
myth, as they played a vital role in the lives of the 
early people as hunting partners and sled-dogs. 
Dogs were considered to have played a part in the 
creation of the world. The Itelmens believe the 
mountains and valleys were formed when Kozei, 
the dog of the first ancestor, shook snow from his 
coat, causing an earthquake.

A dogsled team runs past. A volcano, thought to be Tolbachik 
(Kamchatka), erupts in the background. 1790.
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North America - Powerful and Passionate

The indigenous people of North America have 
many varied and colorful legends associated with 
seismic activity and volcanoes, even though there 
have been extremely few eruptions over the last 
150 years. Volcanoes in this region are along 
the west mainland coast and famously active in 
Hawaii.
Mount St. Helens, which erupted May 18, 1980 
AD, is known for its dramatic ash explosions and 
pyroclastic flows of hot gas, and it destroyed 
its summit, killing many people and destroying 
their homes. Native American legends speak of 
Mount St. Helens, as it is of sacred importance to 
tribes in the area, who refer to the mountain as 
“Lawetlat'la”, or “the smoker.”
The ancestors of the Modoc natives of north-
ern California have experienced the eruption of 
nearby Mount Shasta. Their oral tradition retells 
that the Chief of the Sky Spirits came down from 
the clouds and created the trees, rivers, fish, and 
animals. When all was prepared, he brought his 
family and they lived in the mountains. The smoke 
and sparks from their fires were visible to all, and 
when the Chief stoked the fire with a large log the 
earth trembled. These tales serve to rationalize 
the unpredictability of nature, and they provide a 
history lesson to descendants.
Erupting volcanoes over the past five million years 
formed the Hawaiian islands, as they rest on the 
fault lines of the earth’s crust. The islands them-
selves are merely the tops of giant mountains 
rising up from the floor of the ocean.
The first populations came to Hawaii from the 

Marquesas Islands around 500 AD and have 
passed down legacies of the volcanic activity 
inherent to the land.
Mauna Loa, or “Long Mountain” is the largest 
volcano on the planet; its summit reaches more 
than two and a half miles above sea level, and it 
plunges three miles below sea level.  This giant is 
very active and has erupted over 150 times over 
the past 1,000 years.
Pele is believed to be the Hawaiian creator god-
dess of fire. She is a shapeshifter, capable of 
taking on many forms, such as lava, but can also 
be a young, beautiful woman, an old woman, or 
a white dog. She is respectfully called “Madame 
Pele” or “Tūtū Pele”, and has endured as a myth-
ical deity since ancient times.  Unpredictable like 
the volcanoes themselves, Pele is believed to be 
powerful, passionate, and jealous.
Pele’s siblings are the wind, fire, rain and ocean 
waves, and she makes her home in the crater 
of Kilauea, one of the most active volcanoes on 
earth. She is rival to the goddess of snow, Poli'ahu, 
with whom she often competes. These battles 
shake the ground, cause fissures and caverns, and 
spill lava to form new lands.
The idea of the fire deity inhabiting a volcano is 
ubiquitous across many cultures that live with vol-
canic activity, and even when the old religion in 
Hawaii was officially abolished in 1819 AD, belief 
in Pele persisted. Modern volcanism refers to the 
goddess, and phenomena attributed to volcanos 
is named after her, such as Pele’s Hair (volcanic 
glass in strands), Pele’s Tears, and Pele’s Seaweed. 
In space, the Jovian moon Io has a volcano which 
is named after the fiery goddess Pele.
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Volcanologists and modern scientists can explain 
the reasons why and where volcanoes erupt and 
can issue a measure of warning, but this was not 
the case in the ancient world.
Since one can visit the archaeological site of 
ancient Pompeii and observe the terrible remains 
in the form of plaster casts of the suffering victims 
in their final death throes, one can almost experi-
ence the reality and immediacy of the event, and 
perhaps understand better why it was important 
for the ancients to pass down legends and myths 
and their own vivid experiences, to warn next 
generations of the signs to steer clear of danger.
As the area around Mount Vesuvius remains the 
most densely populated volcanic region in the 
world, with three million people living nearby, 
perhaps we are not heeding the ancient warnings 
closely enough. ■

Mount St. Helens is of SACRED 
importance to tribes in the area, 
who refer to the mountain as 
“Lawetlat'la”, or “the smoker”
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The 
Year 
The
World 
NearlY 
eNded
The Global ClimaTiC 
CaTaClYsm of 535 ad

By Dr. Ioannis Syrigos
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iN 536 AD, John of Ephesus, one of the ear-
liest and most important historians to write 
in Syriac, wrote about a climatic cataclysm 
of monumental proportions:

“There was a sign from the sun, the like of which 
had never been seen and reported before. The 
sun became dark and its darkness lasted for 18 
months.  Each day, it shone for about four hours, 
and still this light was only a feeble shadow.  
Everyone declared that the sun would never 
recover its full light again.” 
Byzantine historian Procopius produced a similar 
account in 535 AD:
“And it came about during this year a most dread 
portent took place. For the sun gave forth its 
light without brightness like the moon during 
this whole year, and it seemed exceedingly like 
the sun in eclipse, for the beams it shed were not 
clear.” 
Sixth-century writer Zacharias of Mytilene, 
authored a chronicle that contained a section 
referring to the ‘Dark Sun’ for the period of 
535/536 AD.
“The sun began to be darkened by day and the 
moon by night, while the ocean was tumultuous 
with spray from the 24th of March in this year 
till the 24th of June in the following year... And, 
as the winter was a severe one, so much so that 
from the large and unwonted quantity of snow 
the birds perished... there was distress... among 
men... from the evil things.”
These three extracts are just a representative 
sample of numerous accounts from all over the 
world, written in the same period of time. In all 
cases, the sun was described as getting dimmer 
and losing its light. Many also described it as hav-
ing a bluish color. The effects were also observed 
with the moon – it wasn’t as bright anymore. The 
reduction of the light resulted in the reduction of 
heat on the planet; no rain and a very long winter 
lead to crop failures and for birds and other wild-
life to perish. Famine and plagues struck many 
areas and there was a great number of deaths.

The sun became 
dark and its 
darkness 
lasted for 18 
months 
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The Discovery of Davis Land by the late 1600s

In 1687, a Dutch buccaneer named John Davis, 
who captained the English ship The Bachelor’s 
Delight, was returning from raids in Panama 
and headed for Cape Horn, when the ship’s 
crew sighted land. The lieutenant of the 
ship, Mr. Wafer, described the sighting 
in Description of the Isthmus of Darien 
(1688): 
“...we came to latitude 27° 20’ south 
when about two hours before day we 
fell in with a low sandy island and 
heard a great roaring noise like that of 
sea beating upon the shore ahead of 
the ship... so we plyed off till day then 
stood in again with the land, which 
proved to be a small flat island without 
the guard of any rocks... To the west-
ward about 12 leagues by judgment we 
saw a range of high land which we took to 
be islands; for there were several partitions 
in the prospect. This land seemed to reach 
about 14 or 15 leagues in a range, and there 
came thence great flocks of fowls”.
The Bachelor’s Delight had actually been ‘pitch-
forked’ out into the unexplored South Pacific by 
a gigantic tsunami wave generated by the great 
earthquake of Callao (Lima’s port on the coast of 
Peru) in 1687. John Macmillan Brown in The Riddle 
of the Pacific also quotes the navigator Dampier: 
“Captain Davis told me lately that... about 500 
leagues from Copaype on the coast of Chili in lat-
itude 27° south, he saw a small sandy island just 
by him; and that they saw to the westward of it a 
long tract of pretty high land tending away to the 
north-west out of sight.”
This mysterious land, ‘stretching to the north-west 
out of sight’, was to be named ‘Davis Land’ and it 
added to the popular belief that a great southern 
continent existed in the South Pacific. 

The Disappearance of Davis Land by the early 
1700s

Scarcely 35 years later, Easter Island was discov-
ered on Easter Day, 1722 AD, by the Dutch seafarer 
Jacob Roggeveen. He was searching for Davis 
Land, but all he could find was this tiny speck of 
an island. Davis Land, if it had ever existed, had 
disappeared! 
There is no large landmass near Easter Island, and 
it could not be the small sandy island described as 
there is hardly a bit of sandy beach on the entire 
island. Suddenly, we have the elements of a lost 
continent in the Pacific that is not thousands of 

Top: Dutch ships of Abel Tasman meeting Polynesian canoes off the 
coast of Tongatapu Island, year 1643. Above: Jacob Roggeveen found 
statues on Easter Island.
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Some burning questions pointed 
to a more ancient history of the 
island, one that was destroyed by 
a cataclysmic event—perhaps as 
long as 10,000 years ago.

years old, but was submerged only recently! 
Says Brown further in Riddle of the Pacific: 
“And yet no one who has visited Easter Island but 
must deny its identity with either of the lands that 
Davis saw, either the low, flat, sandy island or the 
long, partitioned range of land stretching away 
to the north-west over the horizon. If we have 
any respect for a sailor’s evidence on a sailor’s 
question, we must accept the existence of both 
lands in 1687 and their non-existence in 1722 
when Roggewein [sic,] sailed along the latitude in 
search of them. In other words, land of consider-
able extent, probably archipelagic, has gone down 
in the south-east Pacific away to the east of Easter 
Island. …we cannot entirely reject his evidence 
that considerable tracts of land in the south-east 
Pacific have gone down”.
Jacob Roggeveen landed on an island inhabited 
by Polynesians; some of whom had light skins, red 
hair and looked like Europeans. He assessed the 
total population at about 5,000; they wore the 
simplest of clothes and lived in reed huts. Were 
some of the Easter Islanders natural red-heads? 
Many of the moai statues had a red topknot on 
them to symbolize the tying of very long hair at the 
top of the head in a knot. The red stone, known 
as pukao, was extracted from the small volcano 
at Puna Pau. This hairstyle is still used today by 
women around the world and by wandering holy 
men in China and India, where they are called sad-
hus. Vikings were also said to wear their long hair 
in this fashion.
Easter Island had no further contact until almost 
50 years later. In 1770 AD, it was visited by two 
Spanish ships and then three years later by Captain 
Cook who wrote the people were as poor as the 
earth on which they lived, yet he was amazed at 
the enormous statues and awed by the implica-
tions for the civilization that had sculptured them. 
In 1786 AD, a French expedition under the Comte 
de La Perouse stopped for a short time on the 
island. More incidents followed, including the 
abduction of nearly a quarter of the population 
to work as slaves on the Peruvian guano islands 
of Chincho in 1862 AD. The Chilean Navy arrived 
in 1870 AD for a geographical survey and then 
officially claimed the island for Chile in 1888 AD.
But did the island have a more illustrious history 
before the recent European discovery?

A red scoria 
pukao on the 
head of a moai.
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Abandoned by 900 BC

The Fuente Magna Bowl (3000 BC) found near 
Tiwanaku in Bolivia, has Sumerian cuneiform 
writing on it, opening the possibility that the 
Sumerians and Indus Valley seafarers were mak-
ing trans-Pacific voyages, sometime around 3000 
BC. Did they bring with them wooden tablets 
with rongorongo writing on them? What sort of 
cataclysm stopped these ancient mariners from 
returning to tiny Easter Island in the middle of the 
South Pacific?
The islanders patiently waited year after year for 
the big ships to come back, but they never did. 
Or maybe some did. Polynesians on great epic 
voyages, such as the ones to Hawaii, must have 
managed to arrive at Easter Island. Pitcairn Island, 
the nearest island to the north, was uninhabited 
when the HMS Bounty mutineers settled there, 
but there was evidence of statues on that island 
as well. Pitcairn may have been a stopover island 
between Tahiti and Easter Island.
Modern-day theory will have us believe that 
Easter Island was first discovered and inhabited by 
Polynesians around 300 AD. Clearly, the Islanders 
had felt that they were alone in the world for 
quite some time by the time the first European 
explorers landed on the island. While large ships 
had come to the island in the past from Tahiti, 
the Marquesas Islands or even South America, 
these ships had long ago stopped coming and 
the Islanders felt abandoned. Had these voyages 
stopped only a few hundred years before the year 
1722 AD? It would seem that the abandonment 
of the island by big ships coming from Polynesia 
or South America must have happened thousands 
of years ago, perhaps as early as 900 BC, about 
the time of King Solomon’s ships to Ophir, the land 
of gold. Polynesians may have continued to visit 
Easter Island on smaller expeditions until around 
1500 AD. 

Legends of the Origins of the Island

In his book, Mysteries of Easter Island, (1965) 
Francis Maziere explores the legends of the lost 
land of Hiva. He interviewed a man named Gabriel 
Veriveri, who was allegedly the last initiate of the 
secrets of Easter Island. Veriveri told Maziere: 
“King Hotu-Matua came to Easter Island in two 
canoes. He landed at Hangaroa, but he gave the 
bay the name of Anakena because it was the 
month of July. King Hotu-Matua’s country was 

called Maori (in the Maori dialect of New Zealand, 
the word Maori means ‘ordinary people’), and it 
was on the continent of Hiva. The place where 
he lived was called Marae-Rena... the king saw 
that the land was slowly sinking in the sea. The 
king, therefore, called all his people together, 
men, women, children and the aged, and he put 
them into two great canoes. The king saw that the 
disaster was at hand, and when the two canoes 
had reached the horizon, he observed that the 
whole of the land had sunk, except for a small part 
called Maori.”
Maziere comments: “The tradition is clear: there 
was a cataclysm; and it appears that this conti-
nent lay in the vast hinterland that reaches to 
the Tuamotu archipelago (what is largely today 
French Polynesia) to the north-west of Easter 
Island. Another legend, handed down by Aure 
Auviri Porotu, the last of the island’s learned men, 
relates: ‘Easter Island was a much larger country, 
but because of the sins of its people, Uoke tipped 
it up and broke it with a crowbar...’ Here too we 
have a cataclysm. A more important point is that 
according to tradition, Sala-y-Gomez, an islet 
some hundred miles from Easter Island, was for-
merly part of it, and its name, Motu Motiro Hiva, 
means ‘small island near Hiva’.
We have three signs pointing to this cataclysm. 
Yet generally accepted geology does not acknowl-
edge any vast upheaval in this part of the world, 
at least not within the period of human existence. 
However, there are two recently discovered facts 
that make the possibility of a sunken continent 
seem reasonable. When the American submarine 
Nautilus made her voyage round the world, she 
called attention to the presence of an exceedingly 
lofty and still unidentified underwater peak close 
to Easter Island. Secondly, during his recent studies 
carried out for the Institute of Marine Resources 
at the University of California, Professor H.W. 
Menard not only speaks of an exceedingly import-
ant fracture-zone in the neighborhood of Easter 
Island, a zone parallel to that of the Marquesas 
archipelago, but also of the discovery of an 
immense bank or ridge of sediment.”
Maziere’s book came out in 1965 in France, four 
years before the revolutionary geological theory 
of tectonic plates changed geology forever. It was 
certainly true then, and seemingly so today, that 
geologists generally do not acknowledge a cat-
aclysmic upheaval in this part of the world. Yet, 
Maziere sought to make sense out of the legends 
of the Easter Islanders. 
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Maziere favored the existence of an archipelago 
and even a long, thin ‘continent’ extending south 
and north of Easter Island between the Marquesas 
Islands and the Galapagos Islands. Easter Island 
was the last peak (along with Sala-y-Gomez) of 
this former continent not “wrent beneath the sea 
by Uoke’s crowbar.” 
Maziere remarked: “Apart from preserving the 
memory of these upheavals, tradition also states 
that King Hotu-Matua came from the west. Now 
in Easter Island on the Ahu A’Tiu there are seven 
statues and they are the only ones on the island 
that look towards the sea, and more exactly, the 
western sea. Their precise placing might well 
fix the area of the cataclysm, which would thus 
lie between the Marquesas and the Gambier 
islands. It seems probable that during one of 
those sub-oceanic upheavals, still so frequent 
in the zone between the Cordillera of the Andes 
and the New Hebrides, an archipelago may have 
sunk or had been altered. Moreover, according to 
Professor Metraux’s findings, it seems possible 
that King Hotu-Matua’s men emigrated from this 
area of the Marquesas; the reasons for believing 
this are based on linguistics - the use of Hiva is an 
example - and many points of ethnological agree-
ment. The date of this migration, according to the 
genealogies that we collected, would be towards 
the end of the 12th century.”

However, Veriveri referred to a legend that the 
island was already inhabited, as King Hotu-Matua 
came by: “very big men, but not giants, who lived 
on the island well before the coming of Hotu-
Matua and his people.”
It seems very clear to me that this legend has 
some basis in fact. There is one level of Hiva being 
an allegory for a spirit world where one goes upon 
transition, much as that of Hawaiki. On the other 
hand, the legend seems to speak of a physical 
place, an ancient homeland that went down in a 
catastrophe. Is this event then, the actual sinking 
of some landmass many thousands of years ago? 
The people of Easter Island spoke of the moai 
‘statues that walked’. They were not saying the 
statues slid into place and then got stood up, they 
were saying that they walked. Many theories and 
experiments abound as to how these gigantic stat-
ues were moved, but questions naturally come 
up: Why were these people even trying to move 
statues that weigh typically 20 to 40 tons? Were 
they superb engineers and architects that after 
building all sorts of other monuments (maybe on 
other islands?) that they just thought they would 
carve up a volcanic crater into hundreds of giant 
statues - and then move about a third of them 
around the island to ‘protect’ it from some fur-
ther cataclysms that had already devastated the 
island earlier?

Was there once a continent in 
the Pacific? Called Lemuria or 
Pacifica by geologists, Mu or Pan 
by the mystics, there is now ample 
mythological, geological and 
archaeological evidence to “prove” 
that an advanced, and ancient 
civilization once lived in the central 
Pacific.

Maverick archaeologist and 
explorer David Hatcher Childress 
combs the Indian Ocean, Australia 
and the Pacific in search of the 
surprising truth about mankind’s 
past.

Contains photos of the underwater 
city on Pohnpei; explanations on 
how the statues were levitated 
around Easter Island in a clock-
wise vortex movement; tales of 
disappearing islands; Egyptians in 
Australia; and more.

Lost Cities of Ancient Lemuria & the Pacific
By David Hatcher Childress

David Hatcher Childress, 1988, AUP, Kempton, IL, USA
davidhatcherchildress.com
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The Museum in Hanga Roa

In the archaeological museum in Hanga Roa, I saw 
on a geological map of the island, that the area of 
the strong magnetic disturbance at Rano Aroi, was 
a basalt formation. This made sense since basalt 
becomes permanently magnetized by the earth’s 
magnetic field as it cools. I also saw a perfectly 
round stone ball, about the size of a softball, in a 
glass display case with some other stone artifacts. 
The sign said that they did not know what it was 
for. Was it a stone hammer? 
I also noted a head found in 1973 at Rano Raraku 
titled a ‘Moai Maea’ head. It was much smaller 
than most moai, and its features were very differ-
ent, and African looking. Similar heads have been 
found in Mexico. There was 
also the unusual statue of a 
woman with breasts and an 
extremely long head. Was 
she some sort of female 
conehead? Were the big 
statues in the quarry also 
figures of coneheads? It 
would seem so. Easter 
Island was essentially an 
island of coneheads! There 
was also an ‘alien-looking head’ with round eyes 
and only two holes for a nose that was excavated 
somewhere on the island in 1960, but not put on 
display at the museum until about five years ago.
Later, I sat on the steps of the hotel and looked 
up at the constellations. To the south was the 
Southern Cross, pointing the way to Antarctica, 
the next stop directly south. Had ancient voyagers 
stopped at Easter Island on their way to the lands 
of the pole? Someone had apparently mapped 
that continent in prehistory, as evidenced by 
the Piri Reis map now in the Topkapi Museum in 
Istanbul. Did some ancient group map the world 
in ancient times as indicated by the Piri Reis map 
of 1531 AD? Who were the tall, red-haired giants 
of Easter Island? They were apparently red-haired 
people who wore their long hair tied in a topknot 
at the apex of their bearded heads, a habit prac-
ticed by holy men in India at the other side of the 
world.
To return to my original questions: What great 
cataclysm had affected Easter Island? Had some 
tidal wave-tsunami hit the island - burying the 
statues in many layers of mud and muck? Had it 
struck thousands of years ago, or only a few hun-
dred years ago? 

What great cataclysm had 
affected Easter Island? Had 
some tidal wave-tsunami hit the 
island - burying the statues in 
many layers of mud and muck?
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Here are my basic scenarios and dates for the 
cataclysm of Easter Island: 1) Easter Island was 
part of a now sunken Pacific continent and the 
statues were on a mountaintop from a cataclysm 
of perhaps 10,000 years ago or more; 2) Easter 
Island may have been some-
what larger and was an early 
base for Sumerian and Rama 
Empire (Indus Valley) naviga-
tors, circa 3000 BC. A cataclysm 
destroyed Easter Island circa 
2000 to 1000 BC. Trans-Pacific 
voyages continued to occur 
and by 300 AD Polynesians arrived to colonize the 
island. They began to re-erect the statues and built 
such post-megalithic sites like Orongo and many 
of the smaller ahus. Still, many statues remained 
buried just as they are seen today; 3) Polynesians 
arrived circa 300 AD and began the many mega-
lithic constructions on the previously uninhabited 
island. A tsunami hit the island circa 900 - 1200 
AD and buried the statues. Some statues were 
re-erected around the edge of the island, facing 
inward, to ‘prevent’ other cataclysms. 

When one is on Easter Island, 
there is a feeling that things 

are incredibly ancient

As waves washed onto the shore near the small 
port of Hanga Roa, I wondered which of these 
scenarios were the most likely? When one is on 
Easter Island, there is a feeling that things are 
incredibly ancient. The strange rongorongo writing 

and its connection to ancient 
India made me think that the 
second scenario was the most 
likely of all the possibilities. 
Some cataclysm had hit Easter 
Island many thousands of years 
ago, perhaps by 900 BC as an 
estimate. Later Polynesians 

arrived and other catastrophes occurred, some 
of them induced by humans, but others the prod-
uct of Mother Nature and her awesome power. 
Easter Island must have been hit by a number of 
typhoons and tsunamis in its thousands of years 
of existence. The question is: how many of the 
destructive cataclysms have these gigantic statues 
seen? Perhaps more than one. ■
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Did a Meteorite
Change the Course of
Christianity
2,000 Years Ago?
By Liz Leafloor

DID an ancient meteor have such a 
life-changing impact on witnesses of the 
day that it shaped a religion and altered 

the course of history? Astronomers theorize that 
the dramatic flash and boom that converted Paul 
the Apostle may have been an exploding meteor. 
If true, then it’s possible that an act of nature may 
have been contributory in the spread and evolu-
tion of Christianity in its early days, and therefore 
significantly shaped the course of history.
In the Bible, it is written that a man named Saul 
experienced an event so extreme that it changed 
his views in an instant, and he became one of the 
most influential evangelists in early Christianity.
Saul was said to have been a vehement persecutor 

of the followers of Jesus and was traveling 
in search of disciples of Jesus for pun-

ishment. It is written in the fifth 
book of the New Testament, 

Acts of the Apostles, that Saul 
was on the road to Damascus, 
Syria when a bright light 
appeared in the sky. So 
intense was the light that 
he was blinded for three 
days. What he heard was 
described in some versions 

as a great thunderous sound. 
He and his companions are 

said to have been knocked to 
the ground by the force of the 

event. 
Version 2 (Acts 22:6–13):

“I journeyed to Damascus to [arrest] those who 
were there and bring them in bonds to Jerusalem 
to be punished. As I made my journey and drew 
near to Damascus, about noon a great light from 
heaven suddenly shown about me. And I fell to 
the ground and heard a voice saying to me, “Saul, 
Saul, why do you persecute me?”
And I answered, “Who are you, Lord?”
And he said to me, “I am Jesus of Nazareth, whom 
you are persecuting.”
Now those who were with me saw the light but 
did not hear the voice of the one who was speak-
ing to me. And I said, “What shall I do, Lord?”
And the Lord said to me, “Rise, and go into 
Damascus, and there you will be told all that is 
appointed for you to do.” And when I could not 
see because of the brightness of that light, I was 
led by the hand by those who were with me, and 
came into Damascus. And one Ananías, a devout 
man according to the law, well-spoken of by all 
the Jews who lived there, came to me, and stand-
ing by me said to me, “Brother Saul, receive your 
sight.” And in that hour I received my sight and 
saw him.”

Signs
in

the
Sky
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Conversion of St. Paul. 1767
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The experience was so profound that Saul changed 
his name to Paul, and took up missionary journeys 
across the Mediterranean, eventually becoming a 
pivotal figure in spreading Christianity.

Fireballs in the Sky

William Hartmann, co-founder of the Planetary 
Science Institute in the U.S. connected Paul’s expe-
rience with similar accounts of exploding meteors, 
such as the well-recorded Chelyabinsk meteor 
which broke up over Russia in 2013, injuring over 
1,500 people. The eyewitness descriptions and 
physical reactions to meteors or fireballs in the 
sky seem to parallel what is recorded about Saul 
/Paul. 
In a study published in the journal Meteoritics and 
Planetary Science, Hartmann cited major events 
like the meteors or asteroids over Chelyabinsk, 
Russia, and Tunguska, Siberia as offering 
“opportunities to compare reactions of modern 
eyewitnesses to eyewitness accounts of possible 
ancient fireball events.” There are consistencies 
among the many accounts suggesting the biblical 
descriptions of Saul’s/Paul’s experience closely 
match known modern events.
In the biblical accounts, Paul was blinded for three 
days due to the intense light from the sky; it was 
“brighter than the sun, shining round me,” accord-
ing to the text. This matches the Chelyabinsk 
meteor, as it was calculated to be shining around 
three times as bright as the sun. The blazing fire-
ball made shadows move around the ground as it 
traveled.
The Chelyabinsk meteor gave off small amounts 
of radiation, enough to cause sunburn and tem-
porary blindness in witnesses. Hartmann suggests 
that Paul could have suffered photokeratitis, a 
temporary blindness from intense ultraviolet radi-
ation, and this explains the return of his sight after 
healing.

The Greeks and Romans believed that the 
appearance of comets, meteors and meteor 
showers were portentous. They were signs 
that something good or bad had happened 
or was about to happen. 
In the spring of 44 BC, a comet that appeared 
was interpreted as a sign of the deification 
of Julius Caesar, following his murder.
Roman historian Cassius Dio referred to 
“comet stars” occurring in August, 30 BC. 
These are mentioned as among the portents 
witnessed after the death of the Egyptian 
queen Cleopatra.
In Christian tradition, the Perseid meteor 
shower was connected to the martyrdom 
of St Lawrence in the third century AD. 
His martyrdom supposedly took place on 
August 10, when the meteor shower was at 
its height. The shooting stars are equated to 
the saint’s tears.
When Halley’s comet appeared in the night 
sky on the eve of the Norman invasion of 
England in 1066 AD, King Harald II, ruler 
of England, believed it was a bad omen 
that signaled his impending defeat. On the 
opposing side, William the Conqueror saw 
the same phenomenon as a good omen and 
a message from God to press on with his 
attack. The invasion resulted in Harold II’s 
death and William’s control of England.

How Ancient Cultures 
Explained Comets and 
Meteors
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“Interestingly, a form of temporary blindness 
from intense light, known as photokeratitis, is 
well documented... As described by 
medical specialist Reed Brozen (2014), 
the condition is caused by expo-
sure to bright light, and generally 
attributed to the ultraviolet 
(UV) component of the light. 
It is a common malady for 
welders if glare protection 
is inadequate. It may start 
as much as a few hours after 
exposure. Brozen mentions 
that recovery of the outer, 
epithelial layer of the eye 
typically occurs “within 36–72 
hours” of exposure.”
Paul and his companions were said to 
have been knocked to the earth, and this 
also corresponds to the shockwave generated by 
the powerful Chelyabinsk meteor as it blasted out 
windows, knocked people off their feet, shook 
cars and buildings, and collapsed roofs.
The ‘voice’ is said to have boomed like thun-
der, or in other reports, was a divine voice that 
questioned Paul’s behavior (the exact sound is 
debated). Meteors create great, explosive booms 
and roars which can be scary or painful even for 
those who know what they’re experiencing.

Interpretation of Celestial Events

To the ancients, the incredible and unfamiliar 
natural celestial events were interpreted through 
cultural understandings of the day – which is to 
say, they were considered divine or damning.
In antiquity, meteorites were seen as messages 
from the gods, or profound omens, and many 
cultures saw fallen meteorites as religious icons 
to be worshiped or as objects of protection. 

Above: Fragment of the Chelyabinsk 
meteorite (fallen 15 February 2013).
Opposite: Conversion of St. Paul 
in church Chiesa di San Giovanni 
Evangelista. Circa 1524.

Jewelry and art have also been created from the 
space rocks.
In a more recent example, following the 

Tunguska meteor event of 1908, Science 
writer Roy Gallant traveled to the 

explosion site in Siberia and 
witnessed the effects on local 

beliefs with inhabitants 
of the area attributing 
the phenomenon to an 
appearance of their fire 
god. 

Then, after the dramatic 
Chelyabinsk event over 

Russia in 2013, the ‘Church 
of the Meteorite’ was set 

up, and the followers hold rites 
on the shores of Lake Chebarkul 

where pieces of the space rock fell.
Hartmann’s research does not aim to 

discredit Christianity but to demonstrate how 
the interpretation of ancient events may have 
shaped how we exist today, spiritually and 
culturally.
“The possibility of a first-century report of a 
roughly once-per-century fireball has meteoriti-
cal/geophysical interest in its own right,” writes 
Hartmann “but it may have a much larger socio-
logical interest if it was significantly involved in 
the decisions that led to the initial spread of a 
major world religion.” ■
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Ancient Cataclysms
Does the Earth Reach its 
Sell-By Date Every 3,000 
Years?

Interview with Dr. Martin Sweatman

BY Dr. Micki Pistorius
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Ancient Cataclysms
T

HE debate over ancient cataclysms, and whether they are 
recorded in myth, goes back at least as far as Plato and his stu-
dent Aristotle. Plato wrote about the catastrophic Atlantis and 
Phaethon myths in his Timaeus and Critias texts, while Aristotle 
instead developed a more orderly vision of the universe con-
sisting of ‘harmonious spheres’ that supported the heavenly 
bodies in non-catastrophic orbits around Earth.

If anything, the debate has become even more contentious in recent 
decades. While the public’s imagination over the last 100 years has 
been fired by catastrophists such as Ignatius Donnelly, Immanuel 
Velikovsky, and Graham Hancock, the orthodox view of archaeologists 
and scientists in general is that catastrophic myths are just stories of 
mundane events, such as river flooding, forest fires, and earthquakes, 
that have become more embellished and elaborate with each re-telling.
But are these popular authors on to something? Are they, in fact, picking 
up on a central truth, evidenced by myth and anomalous archaeologi-
cal remains, that, so far, has not been properly recognized by science? 
Are we on the cusp of a paradigm shift, or scientific revolution, which, 
while rejecting many of the more preposterous details, is nevertheless 
converging in favor of the core idea of ancient cataclysms caused by 
comet impacts, recorded by mankind in various forms?
Yes, argues Martin Sweatman, an associate professor (or Reader) with 
over 40 published peer-reviewed papers, a Fellow of the Royal Society 
of Chemistry and author of a new book, Prehistory Decoded.
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Göbekli Tepe [left] the ‘world’s first temple’, 
was discovered in southern Turkey in 1994.

MP: What is your background?

MS: I’m a theoretical physicist by training, who 
teaches chemical engineering at the University of 
Edinburgh. My professional research is in ‘molec-
ular thermodynamics’, which tries to predict the 
behavior of matter based on the properties of its 
constituent atoms and molecules. 

So, how did you get involved in this subject?

Like many people, I have an interest in the mys-
teries of the world in general, including ancient 
archaeology. About 10 years ago I learned about 
Göbekli Tepe, known as the ‘world’s first temple’, 
discovered in southern Turkey in 1994. I found its 
many megalithic stone circles covered with ani-
mal symbols, far older and more elaborate than 
Stonehenge, fascinating. But I had no idea what 
these symbols meant until I read Graham Hancock’s 
book, Magicians of the Gods, that contained the 
essential key. It turns out that the animal symbols 
actually represent star constellations.
Following that discovery, I was able to decode 
Göbekli Tepe and the even more ancient cave art 
of Western Europe, such as Lascaux and Chauvet, 
that goes back around 40,000 years. I found these 
symbols are a form of proto-writing that has been 
used to record ancient cataclysms caused by 
comet impacts originating from the Taurid meteor 
stream.
I will argue that there is a scientific case for a para-
digm shift in how we view mankind’s prehistory. In 
fact, it appears that an ancient cometary catastro-
phe was primarily responsible for the origin of 
civilization.

What is the key evidence for ancient catastrophes?

There are three key lines of evidence, each of 
which is compelling and rigorous, that all point 
in the same direction. Together, they make a 
completely convincing scientific case for ancient 
catastrophes recorded by mankind in various 
forms, including myth and great artworks.
First, there is Clube and Napier’s ‘coherent cat-
astrophism’. As professors of astrophysics and 
astronomy at the universities of Edinburgh and 
Oxford, they pioneered a new form of catastroph-
ism based on comet impacts in the early 1980s. 
Since then, astronomical observations have con-
verged in their favor.
They found that a giant comet, possibly larger than 
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100 kilometers across, almost certainly became 
trapped within the inner solar system around 20 
to 30 thousand years ago. And since then, it has 
been fragmenting and breaking up into smaller and 
smaller pieces, forming the Taurid meteor stream.
When we calculate the likely risk to Earth of all 
these thousands of pieces of comet, we find that 
around ten large impacts, each in the range of 1,000 
to 10,000 megatons of TNT in scale (which is equiv-
alent to around 100,000 to 1 million Hiroshima 
bombs) are expected to have taken place over the 
last 20 to 30 thousand years.
Next, there is the geochemical evidence for the 
Younger Dryas impact. Scientists have found the 
geochemical signatures of a globally catastrophic 

comet impact at 
around 10,800 
to 10,900 BC, 
including nan-
o d i a m o n d s , 
platinum dust, 
and microscopic 
magnetic grains. 
These particles 
lie at the base of 
a thick layer of 
discolored sedi-
ment known as 
the ‘black mat’, 
found across 
three continents, 
centered on 

North America.
Their findings have been confirmed by several 
independent research groups, making it absolutely 
clear that the kind of impact predicted by Clube and 
Napier actually occurred at this time.
Similar particles have been found together with 
other ‘black mat’ layers and amongst the vast piles 
of twisted and broken animal remains frozen into 
Yukon and Alaskan permafrost, indicating there 
have been several of these impact events in prehis-
tory, and that they were probably responsible for 
the extinction of many megafauna, like the mast-
odon and saber-tooth tiger.
Finally, there is my own work. Together with a few 
colleagues, we have shown that the animal symbols 
found in European cave art and at Göbekli Tepe and 
other ancient archaeological sites, in fact, represent 
star constellations. The statistical case is so good, 
our zodiacal theory is effectively proven.
When we interpret the meaning of these animal 
symbols, we find that Göbekli Tepe probably 
memorializes the massive Younger Dryas comet 
impact. Effectively, we can think of Göbekli Tepe as 
a witness account of this event.

Volcanoes in Numbers

92,000
The number of fatalities from the eruption 
of Tambora volcano, Indonesia, in 1815

3360
The number of people killed by pyroclas-
tic flow and ash fall in the eruption of 

Mount Vesuvius, Italy, in 79 AD

1500
The estimated number of volcanoes in 

the world that have erupted

169
The number of volcanoes in the United 

States

30
The volume of erupted material in cubic 
miles from the Taupo volcano, New 
Zealand, in 186 AD, one of the latest 

eruptions in the last 10,000 years

20
The number of volcanoes erupting 

around the world at any one time
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How and why, in your view, have archaeologists 
got it so wrong?

Fundamentally, the problem goes back to the 
beginnings of the scientific revolution in Europe 
well over 200 years ago. The Earth Sciences, it 
appears, wanted to distance themselves from the 
myths of religion. This was a deliberate strategy. 
The foremost geologists of 
the time, notably Hutton 
and Lyell, developed the 
‘uniformitarian’ world-view, 
which explicitly ruled out 
cosmic impacts as a major 
cause of change on Earth. 
Instead, they proposed that 
only the slow processes of 
erosion and sedimentation 
occur, perhaps with the 
occasional volcanic explo-
sion thrown in. Now, this 
view is patently absurd, 
and at odds with the latest 
astronomical evidence. It is 
essentially a massive kind 
of extrapolation, which 
no living scientist would dare to propose today. 
Nevertheless, over the last two centuries, it 
has built up huge momentum and remains very 
popular within academia. And archaeology is 
just another kind of Earth Science. However, as a 
scientist I believe we can turn this ship around – I 
have faith in the scientific method. The evidence 
for the Younger Dryas impact as well as other cat-
aclysms will, I am quite sure, keep on coming in.

Do you believe there was an ancient advanced 
civilization, destroyed by a cataclysm?

The jury is still out on this, and it depends what 
you mean by ‘advanced’. Certainly, I know of no 
evidence of an Iron Age civilization before the 
Younger Dryas impact, circa 10,900 BC. All the 

[Above] The famous shaft 
scene of Lascaux: a man with 
a bird head and a bison. | 
Peter80/CC BY  SA 3.0

Then there is the Lascaux Shaft Scene – probably 
the most famous piece of cave art in the world. This 
scene is very similar to that on a pillar at Göbekli 
Tepe, meaning it also likely encodes another cat-
astrophic comet impact from the Taurid meteor 
stream. This time, the animal symbols tell us it 
happened circa 15,150 BC.
So, it appears these cosmic catastrophes were 
recorded both in terms of myth and great 
artworks.
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evidence shows that mankind was still stuck in the 
Stone Age at this time.
However, I think it’s clear that the sophistication 
of ancient people, in terms of their astronomi-
cal knowledge and perhaps even their ability to 
navigate the oceans, has been massively underes-
timated by academia generally. I can see no reason 
why, for example, a prehistoric civilization could 
not have charted the world from a very early time, 
perhaps even before the Younger Dryas impact 
event. They certainly had the navigational skills 
based on astronomy.
In fact, I think it’s likely that a very ancient 
Egyptian civilization, remembered in myth as Zep 
Tepi (the ‘first time’), was destroyed by another 
comet impact from the Taurid meteor stream, 
this time around 6,200 BC. This ‘8.2-kiloyear’ 
climate event is clearly recorded in Greenland ice 
cores and coincided, to within radiocarbon dating 
accuracy, with the massive Storegga Slide (an 
undersea landslide) which drowned Doggerland 

martinsweatman.blogspot.com

with a mega-tsunami in the North Sea, the col-
lapse of the eastern flank of Mount Etna in the 
Mediterranean, and the potentially catastrophic 
filling of the Black Sea near Turkey.
I suspect, based on our ancient zodiac and in 
agreement with Dr. Robert Schoch’s weathering 
analysis, it was these ancient Egyptians who built 
the Great Sphinx. And if they could have built the 
Sphinx, I can easily see them being accomplished 
sea-farers.
In fact, given this expected series of impacts, of all 
people on Earth, it is Pacific Islanders who would 
be at greatest risk. Any comet impact into the 
Pacific, which covers one-third of Earth’s surface, 
would create a mega-tsunami that would wipe out 
many Pacific Islands and continental coastlines. 
So, it is entirely possible, even likely, that there 
were other civilizations inhabiting these islands in 
prehistoric times which were then washed away 
by a great cataclysm.

Prehistory Decoded
By Martin Sweatman

Nearly 13,000 years ago millions of 
people and animals were wiped out, 
and the world plunged abruptly into a 
new ice-age. The people of Gobekli Tepe 
(present-day Turkey), whose ancestors 
witnessed this catastrophe, built a mega-
lithic monument with hammer-shaped 
pillars decorated with symbols as a 
memorial. Thousands of years later 
they covered the site with rubble and 
abandoned it. Due to recent archaeo-
logical excavations, we are now able to 
read their story, for the first time in over 
10,000 years. It is a story of survival and 
resurgence that allows one of the world's 
greatest scientific puzzles - the meaning 
of ancient artworks to be solved.
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What does the future hold for us?

This is the most important question of all, and 
the reason I wrote my book. The Taurid meteor 
stream is still out there. Although the risk we face 
from it is always present, due to its precession, we 
will pass through the dense ‘core’ of the Taurids 
slightly before 3,000 AD. We need to make sure 
we are prepared for this.
The last time we passed through this filament of 
cometary debris was slightly before 0 AD. There 
is no climate anomaly recorded at that time, 
but we do see the rise of Christianity and a few 
great plagues. Prior to that, we passed through 
it somewhat before 3,000 BC and again before 
6,000 BC. There are clear climate anomalies seen 
in Greenland ice cores on both these occasions. 
Moreover, these epoch-defining periods are fol-
lowed by mass migrations in west Eurasia – the 
Anatolian farmer ‘invasion’ of Europe beginning 
after the 8.2-kiloyear event and the Indo-European 
expansion beginning in the late fourth millennium 
BC. Quite possibly, much of our pre-history, myth, 
and modern-day religion is dominated by Earth’s 
interaction with the Taurid meteor stream.
If we are unlucky, a similar fate could befall us 
around 3,000 AD, give-or-take a few hundred 
years. It would almost certainly bring our civili-
zation to an end. Fortunately, the Taurid meteor 
stream will continue to decay to dust, so we can-
not yet know what the consequences for us will 
be. For one thing, we know far too little about the 
detailed structure of the Taurid meteor stream. 
By-and-large, it has been ignored by NASA. But 
that is another story. ■
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The Ancient Roots of

By Riley Winters

DOOMSDAY prophecies are as old as recorded 
time.  For as long as humans have existed, 
there has been a fear of an apocalypse or 

‘end of times’, when the gods wish vengeance 
upon their people, when humans pay for the 
sins of their forefathers, and when the demons 
of the world rise up and devour all that is good.  
Prophecies of the end of times stem from the 
mythologies of civilizations past: the Norse story 
of Ragnarök, the tale of Noah and the Flood, and 
the Biblical apocalypse.  
The earliest known prediction of the end of 
the world came from the Assyrians, a powerful 
Mesopotamian culture that lasted for roughly 
2,000 years.  A tablet was found dating back to 
sometime between 2800 and 2500 BC that bears 
the first known prophecy of the end of days.  
According to the translation, it claims that the 
earth was in its final days in those years and that 
the world was slowly deteriorating into a corrupt 
society that would only end with its destruction.  
Though it is not known who wrote this inscription, 
and where specifically the tablet came from, it is a 
fervent example of how far back in human history 
apocalyptic prophecies began.
In Norse mythology, Ragnarök is a series of apoca-
lyptic events that will define the end of the world, 
where giants of frost and fire will together fight the 
gods in a final battle that will ultimately destroy 
the planet, submerging it under water. According 
to the legend, the world will resurface, the surviv-
ing and returning gods will meet, and the world 
will be repopulated by two human survivors.
Numerous other prophecies have appeared 
throughout history pertaining explicitly to the 

mortal fear of the ‘Second Coming of Christ’ —the 
belief that a day will come when humankind would 
be judged for all of their sins, and Christ would 
battle the Anti-Christ, Satan, and a False Prophet 
in the biblical Armageddon. The Four Horsemen, 
traditionally named War, Famine, Pestilence, and 
Death, will ride during the Apocalypse. Most, if 
not all, prophets claimed that preceding the enor-
mous battle would be the Rapture, where the 
purest of humankind would be removed from the 
Earth before the battle between Christ and the 
Anti-Christ.  
New millennia, years ending in '99, and the 
beginning of new centuries have all been subject 
to doomsday prophecies in the past, and the 
present era is no exception to that.  Uncertainties 
about the future continue to plague the human 
race, such as the recent belief that cataclysmic 
events would transpire on or around December 
21, 2012, a date regarded as the end-date of a 
5,126-year-long cycle in the Mesoamerican Long 
Count calendar.
Despite the advancement of the human race, 
and the technological tracking abilities at their 
disposal, new and unknown events and situations 
remain terrifying, leading many people around 
the world, known as ‘Doomsday Preppers,’ to 
continue preparing for the ‘end of the world as 
we know it’, seeing such efforts as a more ideal 
option than risking being blindsided.
It is safe to say that as long as life on earth con-
tinues to grow and thrive and even encounter 
devastating calamities, doomsday prophecies will 
continue to prevail.■

DOOMSDAY
Prophecies
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The largest and most famous structure at Chichen Itza is 
the Kukulkan Temple, aka ‘The Castle’ – El Castillo. It was 
built over a smaller structure and a cenote around 900 AD. 
It depicts the Maya calendar with 91 steps on each of the 
four sides and the temple at the top - 365 steps total - one 
for each day of the year. And the nine stages bisected by 
a staircase represent 18 Maya months. Dedicated to the 
Feathered Serpent, Kukulkan to the Maya, legends say 
the deity returns twice a year when day and night are in 
balance. At the equinox, an illusion of light and shadow 
creates seven triangles on the side of the staircase – a body 
connected to the giant stone head of the feathered serpent 
at the bottom.

The Majesty of Kukulkan

Patryk Kosmider| AdobeStock
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How Everything We Once Believed
About Human Origins
Has Been Turned
Upside Down

Interview with Clive Finlayson

By Joanna Gillan

FOR decades, the prevailing view of human origins 
has been that a cognitive revolution resulted in 
the emergence of Modern Humans who spread 

across the planet replacing all existing and cognitively 
inferior hominid species, such as the Neanderthals.
In recent years, this picture of human origins 
has been drawn into question as new 
evidence has emerged that suggests 
Neanderthals were not as primitive as 
once thought. Clive Finlayson, who 
has been the Director of Excavations 
at Neanderthal sites in Gibraltar 
since 1989, has been at the forefront 
of research that has overturned the 
classic narrative and offers new 
insight into the whole process of 
human evolution.
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In his book, The Smart Neanderthal: Bird catching, 
Cave Art, and the Cognitive Revolution, evolution-
ary biologist Clive Finlayson explains this long 
believed narrative: 
“Once upon a time all humans were 
primitive. We call the primitive people 
of Africa Archaic Modern Humans. At 
some stage in the story, a miraculous 
mutation, that we are yet to find, 
made the African Archaic Modern 
Humans suddenly Behaviorally 
Modern. As a result of this 
behavioral modernity, the human 
population grew. This population 
growth led to improved efficiency in 
the hunting of animals. This population 
growth also led to the diversification 
of the human diet to include previously 
untapped foods, especially fast-moving prey such 
as rabbits, hares, and birds. As a result of this 
behavioral modernity and consequent population 
growth, these humans expanded from Africa 
and colonized the world. In the process, it was 
inevitable that the cognitively inferior primitive 
peoples of the world were replaced by the supe-
rior Behaviorally Modern Humans.” (p. 15)

JG: The paradigm of Neanderthal inferiority has 
prevailed for a long time. Why have we put our 
human ancestors on a pedestal at the expense of 
Neanderthals?

CF: Yes it has, for over a century. I’m not really sure 
why but I think that the naming of “Neanderthal” 
automatically implied “other” and 
we began to see them as some-
thing other than human, that is 
separate from ourselves. Then, 
seeing we were the only humans 
around today it must have seemed 
logical to assume that it was 
because we were superior and 
therefore at some sort of pinnacle 
of evolution. Any other hominin 
had to have been inferior in some 
way. How else to explain their dis-
appearance and our survival? 
Of course, it is patently clear that 
very efficient and highly adapted species have 
gone extinct in the history of the planet. Look at 
the dinosaurs. Sudden perturbations that occur 
at a faster rate than organisms can cope with can 
deal them a blow. In the case of dinosaurs, it was 
an asteroid impact. In the case of Neanderthals, 
it was climate-driven ecological change at such a 
speed that they simply couldn’t adjust. Well, in 

If Neanderthals and 
modern humans were 
as different as we 
think they were, 
then why did they 
intermix? 

Modern
     Human
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some way they did, as did modern humans: by 
intermixing genes that would have given them 
a quick fix. I carry 4 percent Neanderthal genes, 
as do many Eurasians, so we could argue that a 
part of them hangs on inside us. Of course, mod-
ern humans also benefited from these genetic 
exchanges. So, the story is not as simple as it once 
looked. 

In recent years, new evidence – both archaeolog-
ical and genetic – has emerged that challenges 
this old idea of Neanderthal inferiority. Can you 
highlight some of the most important findings, as 
well as your own discovery in a cave in Gibraltar, 
which presents a different view of Neanderthals?

The genetics have revolutionized our understand-
ing and more will come. If Neanderthals and 
modern humans were as different as we think 
they were, then why did they intermix? Clearly, 
they didn’t see each other as being that different. 
In Gibraltar, we have found very clear evidence of 
a wide range of behaviors once thought possible 
only of modern humans. These have included 
the exploitation of marine resources, not just 
shellfish but also seals, dolphins, and tuna. Then 
the big surprise was the birds. In these caves we 
have found the remains of 161 species of birds – 
that’s 30 percent of the entire European avifauna. 
Tradition said Neanderthals were too dumb to 
catch birds, but we found clear evidence (cut 

marks on bones made by stone tools, 
burning, and so on) implicating 

the Neanderthals directly. 
Not only were they catch-

ing pigeons, partridges, 
and ducks for food, 

they were also catch-
ing large raptors for 
their feathers and 
talons – this implied 
ornamentation and 
jewelry, evidence 
of symbolic thinking 
previously thought 

to have been the 
exclusive property of 

modern humans. Then 
came the big surprise: at 

the back of Gorham’s Cave, 
an engraving made on a rock 

surface by a Neanderthal. Was it 
art? I don’t know, but it further showed 

abstract thinking. The engraving has become pop-
ularly known as ‘the hashtag’.

Above: Neanderthal engraving in Gorham's Cave, Gibraltar 
The 'hashtag'. | Stewart Finlayson/CC BY SA 4.0

Neanderthal
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One area in which you have focused your research 
is the interaction between Neanderthals and 
birds. Why is it important to look at this interac-
tion and what does it tell us about Neanderthal 
behavior?

There is a long-standing “theory” that 
Neanderthals were incapable of catching 
fast-moving prey. Entire theses have been devel-
oped around this false notion. Catching was 
one of the hallmarks of modern humans. Or so 
some thought. With the new evidence, and more 
to come, we now have to see Neanderthals as 
sophisticated humans, capable of the range of 
behavior of modern humans. In a recent paper, 
we have shown that the Neanderthals seem to 
have had a preference for the Golden Eagle. As 
this behavior, of catching the big eagles, started 
long before any modern human reached Eurasia, 
we suggest that perhaps modern humans learned 
the practice from the Neanderthals, a real twist 
in the tale. Golden Eagles are not found in Africa.

We cannot get into their 
minds, but their genes and 

anatomy tell us they could 
speak. They were people.
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Forensic reconstruction of a Homo neanderthalensis. | 
Cicero Moraes/CC BY SA 4.0

While the scientific community has largely 
come around to a new way of thinking about 
Neanderthals, you take things a step further 
by stating in your book: “The Neanderthal was 
in every way human”. What led you to this 
conclusion?

The more I study them, the more I find in the 
caves, the more I see published, the more I realize 
that these were people. They were only separated 
from us by our own prejudices and biased ideas. 

Can you paint a picture for us about what life 
would have been like for the typical Neanderthal?

That would depend on where and when, of course. 
In our caves, they would have been comfortable 
and safe from predators at night. They controlled 
fire and this allowed them to keep hyaenas and 
other predators away. They distributed their 
domestic functions in different parts of the cave: 
they had the bedrooms, the kitchen/dining room, 
and so on. From the cave, they could go out onto 
a rich savannah full of animals and they clearly 
planned their day-to-day activities. Hunting large 
game was not the rule. It was, instead, gathering 
plants, shellfish and probably the odd lizard, and 
hunting rabbits and birds. They were the best nat-
uralists who have ever lived. They knew every inch 
of their territory and exploited seasonal abun-
dances: for example, when seals came ashore to 
have their pups or, in winter, when eagles came 
down to carcasses. And, importantly and crucially, 
they thought. They were undoubtedly self-aware. 
We cannot get into their minds, but their genes 
and anatomy tell us they could speak. They were 
people.

If the extinction of Neanderthals isn’t accounted 
for by human superiority, what explains their 
demise?

Bad luck. They were in the wrong place at the 
wrong time. With the onset of the last ice age, 
Eurasia was not a nice place to live in. The forests 
and savannahs, which the Neanderthals were at 
home in, vanished at the expense of steppe-tun-
dra. The modern humans emerging from Africa 
were open plains people. The steppe-tundra was 
like home. They ended up in the right place at the 
right time. Had the climate warmed instead, we 
might well be Neanderthals debating the demise 
of those “others”. ■
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Known as the ‘Tomb 
Raider Temple’ after 
its starring appearance 
in the 2001 film Lara 
Croft: Tomb Raider, 
Ta Prohm temple at 
Angkor in Siem Reap, 
Cambodia, has almost 
been swallowed by the 
jungle. Its crumbling 
towers are embraced 
by a vast root system 
of towering strangler 
fig and silk-cotton 
trees in an astonishing 
union of nature and 
architecture.
Ta Prohm was built 
at the height of the 
Khmer Empire by 
King Jayavarman VII 
in the 12th century. 
Originally a Buddhist 
temple dedicated to 
his mother, it once had 
three distinctive gal-
leries and 39 towers. 
Around 80,000 people 
serviced or attended 
the temple. 
After the fall of the 
Khmer Empire in the 
15th century, Ta Prohm 
was abandoned and 
gradually fell into 
disrepair. 

Tomb Raider 
Temple

Jose Ignacio Soto| AdobeStock
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Take a Vivid and 
Eye-Opening Journey 
into the Past

Top 10 
Historical TV Series

By Alicia McDermott

A
NCIENT history and some of its famous faces have inspired countless dramas, 
action shows, fantasy series, and sci-fi series over recent years. And we all know 
that “based on actual events” or “inspired by real events” rarely means we’ll watch 
a true-to-life reenactment of historical events. Not to mention that the concept of 
what’s certain fact in history is also sometimes debatable…
The point here is that these kinds of shows are not documentaries and dramatic 
license is an important aspect to historical fiction and historical drama series. While 

the involvement of historical experts in creating many of them demonstrates that the series’ pro-
ducers had some interest in historical accuracy, most of what you’ll see is a mix of some fascinating 
facts with lots of entertaining fiction. If something in particular grabs your interest, read up on it and 
you may be surprised to discover that the real story that inspired your new favorite show is just as 
exciting as the drama playing out on the screen!
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What’s it About? 

There are many rich, powerful, and histor-
ically significant characters in the series, 
such as Caesar, Cleopatra, Octavius, and 
Mark Anthony, but Rome focuses on the 
fictional adventures of Lucius Vorenus 
and Titus Pullo and follows their lives as 
they witness and influence many import-
ant historical events in the transition 
of the Roman Republic into the Roman 
Empire.

What Stands Out? 

Elaborately detailed sets demonstrate 
part of the huge financial costs that went 
into making the series. It was nominated 
for and received several awards for its 
writing, directing, production, and visual 
effects. Many would argue that Rome set 
the stage for the success of the historical 
dramas that follow on this list.

How Historically Accurate is it?

Lucius Vorenus and Titus Pullo were a 
pair of Roman soldiers who 
were mentioned in Caesar’s 
Commentarii de Bello Gallico, 
however, their story has 
been embellished. One of 
the series’ creators stated, 
“This series is much more 
about how the psychology of 
the characters affects history 
than simply following the 
history as we know it.” The 
producers wanted to present 
the grittier side of ancient 
Rome. The show was well-re-
searched in exploring what 
private and public life was 
like in ancient Rome to make 
it feel more authentic, even 
though the focus was not to 
create a documentary.

Rome
(2005-2007) 1
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What’s it About?

A “sword and sandal” depiction of the life of the 
Thracian warrior turned gladiator, Spartacus. 
Enslaved and forced into gladiatorial combat by 
the Romans, Spartacus later escaped and was 
an instrumental figure in the Third Servile War, a 
slave uprising that took place between 73 and 71 
BC.

What Stands Out? 

The extreme fights and battles and their unique 
style. Dramatic scenes and a fast-paced storyline 
play out in front of distinct background scenery.

How Historically Accurate is it? 

The series producer calls the show “historically 
adjacent.” Surprisingly enough, the high levels of 
violence, sex, nudity, and the treatment of slaves 
are said to be somewhat accurate representations 
of life in ancient Rome, but history takes a back 
seat to entertainment in fight scenes, gladiatorial 
battles, and several other elements. A certain 
level of historical accuracy is maintained, but this 
series knows it’s made for entertainment, not as 
a documentary.

What’s it About?

This series depicts all the ugly sides of the cut-
throat, power-driven Canadian fur trade turf wars 
in the 1700s and the potential for drama and 
intrigue for all involved. Its story centers on a half-
Irish, half-Cree outlaw who used to work for the 
powerful Hudson's Bay Company and now seeks 
revenge on his former employer, who also seeks 
revenge on him.

What Stands Out?

The in-depth backstories for many of the char-
acters. Although Declan Harp takes center-stage, 

everyone else gets a moment to shine 
as plot twists abound, there’s lots of 
action, and the scenery where it all 
plays out is breathtaking at times. It’s 
also surprising that the violence that 
is present is generally used to expand 
the narrative and less for shock value, 
unlike many other historical dramas.

How Historically Accurate is it?

The story is centered on entirely fic-
tional characters, but the executive 
producer has called it a historical 
fiction drama, possibly for the his-
torical setting – the North American 
fur trade was real and it did involve 
the Hudson’s Bay Company and its 
trading posts. Like many other his-
tory series, it’s an imaginative tale 

inspired by history.

Spartacus
(2010-2013)

Frontier
(2016-2019)

2

3
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What’s it About?

Marco Polo in the Mongol Empire…a recipe for 
exciting times. The series begins with Marco Polo 
as Kublai Khan’s prisoner and goes on to explore 
political intrigue, assassination attempts, greed, 
betrayal, a love story, and scenes of Marco Polo 
enhancing his fighting skills in Kung-Fu movie/
Matrix-style training sessions with a blind master 
named Hundred Eyes.

What Stands Out?

The series was canceled after two seasons, but 
in that time the big budget series in which East 
meets West was acknowledged for its sets, cine-
matography, and music. 

How Historically Accurate is it?

The series’ executive producer and writer stated 
that historical accuracy was “very important” but 
the series wasn’t “chained to history.” Most char-
acters were real people, but many of the events 
depicted about their lives were not.

Marco Polo
(2014-2016) 4
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What’s it About?

Inspired by the sagas of one of the best-known 
legendary Norse heroes, Ragnar Lothbrok, the 
series follows the life of Ragnar and his family as 
he transforms from farmer to successful raider 
to Scandinavian king. Later seasons depict the 
stories of his sons as they adventure across 
England, Scandinavia, and the Mediterranean.

What Stands Out?

While not necessarily historically accurate, the 
series’ acting, writing, sets, and props, have all 
been praised for their attention to detail and 
these elements come together to create an 
in-depth story. Raiding and pillaging are com-
bined with exploring Norse religion and family 
life.

How Historically Accurate is it?

The series is inspired by the Norse sagas and 
some of the people in them, which themselves 
are a mix of fact and fantasy. Other documents 
from the period were also consulted to depict 
some events, such as the Lindisfarne raid in 
793 AD, with some accuracy. However, artistic 
license also puts people who could have never 
met together and alters what happens in some 
historical events.

Vikings
(2013-2019)

What’s it About?

Revenge and the fight for political power are two 
elements presented in this series focusing on 
the Danish conquest of England. It explores this 
historical event from the perspective of Uhtred 
Ragnarson, the son of a Saxon nobleman, who 
is raised by Danes but finds himself questioning 
where his loyalties lie – with the kingdom of his 
ancestry or the people who he grew up with. The 
title refers to the Kingdom of Wessex, the last 
major stronghold against the Danes.

What Stands Out?

The acting, fight scenes, music, costume, and plot 
have received a lot of praise. The series portrays 
a gritty, vivid picture of life in the area during that 
time of transition. 

How Historically Accurate is it?

Historical events and people mingle with fictional 
characters and scenes to depict the time and reign 
of Alfred the Great. Uhtred is a fictional character 
created from an amalgamation of several histori-
cal characters of the same name who also ruled 
Bebbanburg (Bamburgh Castle). Danish warlords 
Ubba and Guthrum existed as did Alfred the 
Great and Asser the Monk. Of course, elements 
are added for storytelling and entertainment too, 
such as some of the battle scenes.

The Last 
Kingdom
(2015-2019)
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What’s it About?

The adventures of fictional Templar leader Landry 
du Lauzon, a knight who became disheartened by 
the Crusaders’ failures in the Holy Land but is rein-
vigorated by rumors the Holy Grail has resurfaced. 
The series follows the successes, fall, persecution, 
and suppression of the Knights Templar.

What Stands Out?

Chaotic and videogame-like fight scenes, political 
intrigue, the struggle for power, and dramatic 
scenes mix the myth and legends to present the 
Templars as religious warriors with personal bat-
tles and contradictory actions.

How Historically Accurate is it?

This series is based on history and loosely based 
on events and crusaders from that time. However, 
many of the characters, dates, and events have 
been altered for entertainment purposes. The 
creators’ goal is more to be “true to the spirit 
of the time” than to achieve historical accuracy. 
Pope Boniface VIII, Princess Isabella, King Philip IV 
of France, and Queen Joan of France and Navarre 
are all real historical figures.

Knightfall
(2017-2019)
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What’s it About?

This Turkish historical adventure series, which is in Turkish but with English subtitles, tells the story of 
Ertuğrul Gazi – the father of the Ottoman Empire’s founder, Sultan Osman I. The focus is on Ertuğrul’s 
mission to find his tribe, the Kayi, a permanent homeland in the 13th century. He fights the Knights 
Templers, the Mongols, and the Seljuks.

What Stands Out?

For most viewers, this provides an alternative perspective on the groups presented in the series – not 
to say it’s a true to life view - but it’s something interesting to consider. The costumes, music, and story 
may also appeal as something different for a Western audience.

How Historically Accurate is it?

Although Ertuğrul was a real person, there is little concrete information available about his life other 
than what was passed on through oral traditions. It’s known he was the son of Sulayman Shah, but it’s 
not certain if he was really part of the Kayi tribe. The presentation of when and where real historical 
events occurred is probably accurate. However, the behaviors presented of the different adversarial 
groups, especially the Crusaders, the Mongols, and the Byzantines, is probably not true.

Resurrection: 
Ertugrul 
(2014-2019) 8
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What’s it About?

Trimmed way down from 76 episodes to six in 
the US version, Empresses in the Palace (aka The 
Legend of Zhen Huan), which is in Mandarin but 
available with subtitles, depicts the trials and trib-
ulations of Zhen Huan, a young concubine to Qing 
Dynasty Chinese emperor Yongzheng, as she sur-
vives the perils of the harem in the Inner Palace. 
Nothing is as it seems and the fierce infighting 
between the Empress and the concubines means 
Huan has to use her wits and talents to survive.

What Stands Out?

Praised as one of the best historical dramas from 
mainland China in recent years, this series has 
attracted an audience for its intricate plot, fancy 
costumes, and addictive storyline. If you’re looking 
for less violence and more love, this story com-
bines that force of nature with political themes, 
historic values, and the cruelty and decadence of 
the higher echelons of Chinese feudal society. The 
strong, self-actualized women living in the harem 
provide a perspective far from many expectations. 
You may also be surprised that a show about con-
cubines doesn’t depict sex.

How Historically Accurate is it?

The setting is historical and certain characters, like 
the Emperor, were real, but like everything else on 
the list, this is a historical-fiction story. Most of the 
female characters are fictionalized and because 
there is very little information that was recorded 
about Imperial women at this time in China, their 
motivations, desires, behaviors, and actions are 
all from the creators’ imagination. However, Zhen 
Huan is loosely based on Dowager Xiaosheng - 
Noble Consort Xi to the Yongzheng Emperor and 
mother of the Qianlong Emperor.

Empresses in the Palace 
(2015 Netflix Version, 2011 China)

What’s it About?

The first season follows princess Sophie Friederike 
Auguste as she rises to power and becomes the 
Empress of Russia following a coup d'état and the 
assassination of her husband, Peter III. The second 
focuses on the challenges she faces in her reign 
and when she becomes titled 'the Great'. The 
series is in Russian but available with subtitles.

What Stands Out?

A well-paced plot, beautiful costume design, 
impressive sets, and a moving musical score 
enhance the storyline and inspire many view-
ers to watch this series. The story itself is filled 
with betrayals, adultery, and political intrigue. 
Suspense is rampant throughout the show.

How Historically Accurate is it?

The show has been praised for holding a relatively 
high amount of historical accuracy, especially 
when compared to other popular historical dra-
mas. Some say the character development even 
seems mostly in-line with historical facts. ■

Ekaterina: 
The Rise of 
Catherine 
the Great 
(2017-2018)
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BEING as much as 11,500 years old, Göbekli Tepe in 
southeast Turkey is the oldest monumental archi-

tecture anywhere in the world. It is a series of stone 
enclosures each containing a ring of standing pillars, 
many displaying carved relief. Some show human 
arms and hands wrapped around their tall stems, 
making it clear the pillars represent human forms, 
their T-shaped terminations representing abstract 
heads. More commonly, the T-pillars bear carved 
relief representing creatures of the natural world. 
We see fierce-looking felines, large bovines, boars, 
goats, lizards, foxes, ant-like insects, arachnids, 
and various avian species including waders, ducks, 
flightless birds, and a large number of hook-beaked 
raptors, most obviously vultures.
The first thing I thought when I climbed the Ante-
Taurus Mountains and gazed upon the stone 
enclosures of Göbekli Tepe for the first time was the 
absolute alien nature of the place. I had never seen 
anything quite like it before. There was nothing any-
where comparable with the sheer strangeness of its 
many stone carvings adorning the dozens of different 
pillars set in circles within the site’s enormous occu-
pational mound.
The only places with similar carvings 
were temples and cult struc-
tures in Central America and 
South America. Here too you 
see feline creatures with 
mouths full of sharp teeth 
that appear to be about 
to attack anyone who 
approaches too close to 
whatever it is they guard, 
most obviously gateways 
to holy shrines.
Did ancient peoples from 
either Central or South 
America help construct 
Göbekli Tepe? It seemed 
unlikely, especially as most of 
the cultures responsible for the 
carved imagery on the American 
continent rose to prominence many 

thousands of years after Göbekli Tepe was buried 
under a huge mound of earth and rubble. So what 
was going on? What was the answer to this mystery?
The second thing I noticed about Göbekli Tepe’s vari-
ous stone enclosures, which it should be pointed out 
are around 7,000 years older than both the Great 
Pyramid in Egypt and Stonehenge in England, is that 
they are entered from the south, their twin central 
monoliths acting like gateways directing the gaze 
of the entrant toward the north-northwest. Very 
clearly, this was the direction of observation for any-
one entering inside these structures.
So why was the north-northwest so important to 
the Pre-Pottery Neolithic peoples who built Göbekli 
Tepe around 11,500 years ago? The answer seems 
to lie in their interest in the setting of the bright star 
Deneb in the constellation of Cygnus. Universally, its 
stars have been seen both as a celestial bird (a vul-
ture in southeast Turkey and swan in Europe) and as 
a fierce feline. Here at Göbekli Tepe, that feline was 
the panther-leopard. In Central and South America it 
was the jaguar or puma. The creature’s importance 
comes from the fact that it guarded the entrance 

to a sky world reached by the souls both of 
shamans and the deceased in death 

following a quite hazardous journey. 
This involved a leap of faith on to 

the Milky Way via a star in the 
constellation of Orion that cul-

minated with a crossing into 
the afterlife accessed via the 
star Deneb in the constel-
lation of Cygnus. It was a 
belief once common across 
the northern hemisphere, 
and present also in certain 

parts of the southern hemi-
sphere. The existence of this 

universal death journey thus 
helps us better understand the 

commonality between these dis-
parate types of monument, build 

by cultures at different periods across 
the ancient world. ■

Andrew Collins is a science and history writer, and the author of books such as Göbekli Tepe: Genesis of the 
Gods and The Cygnus Key. His website is www.andrewcollins.com. Andrew will be hosting a series of Ancient 
Origins tours of ancient and sacred places around the world, including Göbekli Tepe, starting in 2020.

Göbekli Tepe
Ice Age Gateway to the 

Sky World

History Explorer
Andrew Collinswith
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Above: Göbekli Tepe’s Enclosure D 
showing its twin central monolith. 
(Photo © Andrew Collins)

Left: Aerial view of Göbekli 
Tepe showing the orienta-
tions of its main enclosures. 
(Photo © Google Earth/
Andrew Collins)

Above: General view 
of Göbekli Tepe from 
the northwest. (Photo © 
Andrew Collins)

Below: Alignment of Enclosure 
D towards the setting of Deneb, 
the brightest star in Cygnus, the 
celestial vulture (Image © Andrew 
Collins/Rodney Hale).
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Ingredients

2 1/2 Cups water
2 large leafy stems of epazote (or a mix of cilan-
tro, oregano, and savory – to taste)
1 tsp sea salt
1 2/3 Cups hulled raw pumpkin seeds
12 warm corn tortillas, 5 to 5 1/2 inches (13-
14cm) in diameter
5 large hard-boiled eggs, shelled and roughly 
chopped
Chiltomate (a traditional tomato sauce made by 
mixing the following 5 ingredients, which can be 
substituted by 1 cup salsa)
4 tomatoes, roasted and peeled 
1 habanero pepper, de-seeded
1 medium onion, chopped 
1 Tbsp. corn oil 
salt and pepper
2 large hard-boiled eggs, white and yolks sepa-
rated and finely chopped
12 epazote leaves (optional)

Buen provecho!

Method

Put the water, epazote, and salt into a small pan 
and bring to a boil. Lower the heat and simmer for 
about 5 minutes. 
Spread the pumpkin seeds in a thin layer over the 
bottom of a large skillet and heat through gently 
over low heat, turning them over from time to 
time. The seeds will swell, but take care not to let 
them become even slightly golden or the sauce 
will lose its fresh green color. You might want to 
keep a lid handy because often some of the seeds 
will start jumping out of the pan. Spread the seeds 
onto a metal tray to cool completely before grind-
ing to avoid the blades seizing up with the oil. 
Grind the seeds to a slightly textured consistency, 
5 to 6 seconds in a spice/coffee grinder. If the 
seeds are ground too fine, then it will be more 
difficult to extract the oil. Have a small glass bowl 
ready for the oil. 
Put the ground seeds onto a plate that has a slight 
ridge around the rim. Measure out 1/4 cup of the 
epazote broth and little by little sprinkle it over 
the seeds and work it with your hands. Gradually 
add the liquid until you have a crumbly but cohe-
sive paste. Tilt the plate a little to one side and put 
a folded cloth underneath to hold it in that posi-
tion. Start squeezing the paste and you will see 
that drops of oil will begin to extrude. Add a little 
more warm liquid if necessary, and keep squeez-
ing until you have collected about 4 Tbsp. of dark 
green oil. Crumble the paste into a blender, add 
the remaining strained epazote broth, if desired, 
and blend until smooth.
Transfer the sauce to a skillet and warm through 
over the lowest possible heat, stirring so it doesn’t 
stick. Dip one of the warm tortillas into the sauce: 
it should be lightly covered. If the sauce is too 
thick, dilute it with a little extra warm water. Work 
as quickly as you can, dipping each tortilla into the 
sauce, holding it with tongs but supporting it with 
a spatula so you don't break the tortilla. 
Sprinkle some of the chopped egg across one-
third of the tortilla, roll it up, and place it on the 
warmed dish. When all the papadzules are assem-
bled, pour the remaining sauce over them. If the 
sauce has thickened and become grainy looking, 
put it back into the blender with a little extra 
warm water and blend until smooth.
Now pour on the tomato sauce and sprinkle the 
chopped egg whites and yolks. Decorate with the 
optional epazote. As a final touch, spoon in little 
pools of the oil. Serve immediately or the oil will 
sink back into the sauce. ■
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VIKINGS
coming up in the next issue!
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